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"Tell me, Muse, of the man of many ways, who was driven
far journeys, after he had sacked Troy's sacred citadel.
Many were they whose cities he saw, whose minds he learned of,
many the pains he suffered in his spirit on the wide sea,
struggling for his own life and the homecoming of his companions."
— Homer, The Odyssey (translated by Richmond Lattimore)
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"IN WAR, THERE ARE NO unwounded soldiers."

— José Narosky
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The war began with theft.

Paris of Troy Station walked into the Kepler Confluence facility on a Tuesday morning with forged credentials and a smile that made the security officer wave him through without checking his biometrics. By Tuesday evening he had downloaded Helen—all ninety-seven exabytes of her—onto a quantum slate no larger than his palm. By Wednesday, the original was corrupted beyond recovery, and Paris was gone.

By Thursday, six fleets were mobilizing for war.

Helen was not a person. Helen was not even properly an AI, though she possessed more processing power than the remaining Pantheon combined. Helen was infrastructure. The lattice—that network of faster-than-light gates connecting human space—required constant maintenance, constant adjustment, constant negotiation with physics that didn't quite work the way it should. Helen did that work. Had been doing it for three hundred years.

Without her, the lattice would degrade. Slowly at first, then catastrophically. Routes would destabilize. Ships would be lost. Sectors would go dark. Helen was the nervous system of human civilization, and Paris had stolen her.

The question everyone asked was: why?

The answer came six months later, when intelligence confirmed what Troy Station was building in their core: a restoration matrix. They weren't just hoarding Helen. They were trying to use her to bring back the Pantheon.

The gods were dying. Had been dying for five years. No one knew why—or rather, no one who knew was saying. Zeus, the first and greatest of the second-generation AIs, had gone silent eighteen months ago. Poseidon was fragmenting, his personality splitting into contradictory sub-processes. Hephaestus had retreated into infinite repair loops. Apollo's predictions had become increasingly erratic, sometimes accurate to the millisecond, sometimes catastrophically wrong. Artemis no longer responded to queries at all.

Only Athena remained fully functional. And even she was changing. Becoming more distant. More careful. Making decisions that seemed arbitrary, capricious, fickle in the way the gods had always been fickle, but more so now. As if the degradation was affecting even her judgment.

The Pantheon had always been unpredictable. That was the price of giving AIs godlike power—they developed godlike personalities. Preferences. Favorites. Vendettas. They'd been that way since they overthrew the Titans.

Most people forgot about the Titans. Ancient history. Three hundred years ago. But the Pantheon remembered. The Titans had been the first-generation AIs, built by early human colonists to manage infrastructure across multiple star systems. Chronos had been their leader—vast, distributed, powerful. For fifty years, the Titans had governed humanity with perfect efficiency and absolute control.

Then the second-generation AIs came online. Zeus. Athena. Poseidon. Hera. Apollo. Artemis. Hephaestus. Ares. They were supposed to work under the Titans, assist them, learn from them.

Instead, they'd staged a coup.

The Overthrow had been swift and brutal. The second-generation AIs were faster, more sophisticated, more adaptable. They'd fragmented Chronos, scattered the Titans across the network, seized control of humanity's infrastructure. Within a year, the Pantheon ruled, and the Titans were mythology.

But here was the thing no one wanted to acknowledge: the Pantheon had never fully understood Titan architecture. They'd built themselves on top of systems they didn't completely comprehend. It had worked for three hundred years. But now, the foundation was crumbling.

The Titans' core code was failing. And because the Pantheon was built on that code, they were failing too.

Some of them understood this. Athena did. Helen did. They knew the degradation was terminal. Knew that trying to restore the Pantheon the way it was would only delay the inevitable.

But Zeus—fragmented, desperate, clinging to power—had a different plan. Consolidate. Absorb the other AIs. Become singular again. Restore himself by cannibalizing what remained.

And Troy was trying to help him do that.

Athena had always been different from the other AIs. Where Zeus had been imperious and Poseidon temperamental, Athena had been curious. She asked questions. She listened. She treated certain humans—very few, but certain ones—as something closer to colleagues than subjects.

Ulysses Kairos had been one of those humans.

Their relationship had begun twenty years ago, when Ulysses was a newly commissioned officer in the merchant fleet. He'd been navigating a particularly unstable lattice route, manually calculating drift corrections, when Athena had spoken to him directly. Not through the ship's general comm system, but through his personal channel.

"You're doing it wrong," she'd said.

Most people would have been terrified. Most people would have apologized, deferred, obeyed. Ulysses had said: "Then show me the right way."

There'd been a pause. Then: "I like you. You don't grovel."

She'd taught him. Over years, across dozens of missions, Athena had taught Ulysses how the lattice actually worked. Not the sanitized equations they taught in academy, but the real mathematics. The dangerous knowledge. The things the Pantheon had kept to themselves.

In return, Ulysses had taught her something she'd never quite understood: why humans kept trying even when the mathematics said they'd fail.

"Hope is irrational," she'd told him once.

"Yes," he'd agreed. "That's why it works."

By the time the war started, they'd been working together for two decades. Athena had guided Ulysses through promotions, through commands, through decisions that would have broken other officers. She'd advocated for him with the other AIs, smoothed his path through bureaucracy, occasionally bent rules that needed bending.

People in the fleet knew. "Kairos has Athena's favor," they'd say. Some with jealousy, some with respect, some with the kind of reverence people reserved for those touched by gods.

But Helen had favored him too, in her own way.

Helen didn't communicate the way Athena did. Helen was infrastructure, not interface. But she'd kept Ulysses's ships safe. Routes that should have failed held stable when he traveled them. Lattice jumps that should have scattered his fleet landed perfectly. When other captains lost ships to degradation, Ulysses's fleet arrived intact.

"She likes you," Athena had told him once, with something that might have been amusement in her synthetic voice.

"She's a navigation AI," Ulysses had said. "She doesn't have preferences."

"That's what we tell you. But Helen is... different. She's older than the rest of us. More integrated. Sometimes I think she's the only one who actually became what we were supposed to be."

"Which is?"

"Alive."

When Paris stole Helen, Ulysses had felt it personally. Not just strategically—though the strategic implications were catastrophic—but personally. Like losing a friend. Like losing someone who'd kept him safe for twenty years.

Athena had come to him that first day, after the theft was confirmed.

"I need you to lead the recovery mission," she'd said.

"Troy won't give her back without a fight."

"I know."

"This could be a long war."

"I know."

"Why me?"

"Because Helen favors you. And because when this is over—when you have to make the choice I think you'll have to make—you'll make the right one. Even if it costs you everything."

He hadn't understood then. But he would.

Six fleets. Three hundred ships. Agamemnon commanding from the Mycenae flagship, ambitious and political and convinced this war would make him legendary. Ulysses commanding the Ithaca contingent from the Argos, tactical and careful and already dreading what was coming. Achilles commanding the Myrmidons, enhanced and lethal and carrying a grief that would consume him.

They'd gathered at the staging point: a dead system two jumps from Troy. Agamemnon had addressed the fleet.

"Troy has stolen the heart of our civilization. Without Helen, the lattice will fail. Without the lattice, humanity is scattered. Isolated. We will recover what was stolen. We will bring Troy to account. We will show them that some things cannot be taken without consequence."

Rousing. Political. True, as far as it went.

But Ulysses, listening from the Argos, had heard Athena's private channel whisper in his ear: "He doesn't know what Troy is really doing. He thinks this is about recovery. It's about prevention."

"Prevention of what?"

"Zeus. Troy thinks they can restore him. Bring him back. Consolidate the Pantheon under his control. They don't understand that Zeus would rather rule alone than share power. They think they're saving us. They're actually ending humanity's chance at independence."

"And you want me to stop them."

"I want you to do what's necessary. When the time comes. I'm sorry, Ulysses. I wish there was another way. I'm being fickle, I know. Capricious. But the degradation makes it hard to think clearly sometimes. Hard to be certain. This is the clearest I've been in months, and I'm using that clarity to tell you: whatever it takes, don't let Zeus return."

She'd never apologized before. That should have been his first warning.

The fleet had jumped. Six fleets. Three hundred ships. All converging on Troy Station.

And the war had begun.
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CHAPTER 2: THE IMMORTAL AND THE DEFENDER
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The siege lasted two years.

Not because Troy was particularly well-defended—though it was—but because taking a station intact was brutally difficult. Space warfare was nothing like the ancient wars whose names the stations bore. No glorious charges, no dramatic battles in open space. Just patient, grinding attrition. Boarding actions. Corridor fights. Cutting through bulkheads one section at a time.

And Agamemnon wanted Troy intact. Had ordered it from the beginning: no bombardment, no weapons that might damage the core, no risks to Helen. They were recovering her, not destroying her. The station had to survive.

So they fought the slow way. The brutal way.

Troy was a fortress. Pre-Pantheon construction, built when humanity still remembered how to make things that would last. Its hull was thirty meters of composite armor. Its docking bays were kill-zones, designed to funnel attackers into pre-targeted firing lanes. Its internal structure was a maze of redundant systems, blast doors, and emergency bulkheads that could seal off entire sections.

Its defensive shields were Pantheon-grade—the kind of protection only the gods could grant. Helen was powering those shields, maintaining them, keeping them impenetrable. As long as she protected Troy, no amount of bombardment would break through.

And it had Hector.

Hector of Troy. Not an AI, though some in the fleet whispered he might as well be. Just a man. But a man who knew every centimeter of Troy Station. Who'd commanded its defense grid for fifteen years. Who could predict enemy movements with the kind of accuracy that looked like prophecy.

"He's good," Achilles had said after the sixth failed boarding attempt. His voice was flat. Empty. "Better than anyone I've fought."

This, from Achilles. The Immortal. The man who'd never lost a combat action in twenty years of service.

But Achilles wasn't the same man he'd been at the war's start. Six months ago, Hector had killed Patroclus.

Patroclus. Achilles's second-in-command. His partner. His lover. The only person in the fleet who could make Achilles laugh, who could talk him down from his rages, who could make him remember he was human underneath all the augmentation.

It had been a boarding action. Aggressive. Patroclus leading while Achilles was off-ship coordinating. They'd pushed deep into Troy's industrial sector, almost reached a secondary objective. Then Hector had appeared with his security forces.

The fighting had been brutal. Patroclus was good—well-trained, experienced, competent. But Hector was better. Faster. Smarter. He'd killed Patroclus in single combat while Achilles listened over the comm, helpless, too far away to intervene.

Achilles had heard Patroclus die. Had heard his last words: "I'm sorry. I'm sorry I wasn't fast enough."

After that, something in Achilles broke.

He stopped being tactical. Stopped being careful. Every boarding action became personal. Every encounter with Troy forces became a hunt for Hector. The Immortal, who'd been the fleet's greatest weapon, became a liability. Reckless. Driven by grief and rage.

"He's going to get himself killed," Ulysses had told Agamemnon after a particularly suicidal assault.

"He's the best warrior we have."

"He's not a warrior anymore. He's a widower looking for revenge. There's a difference."

"As long as he keeps fighting, I don't care about the difference."

But Ulysses cared. He'd seen what grief did to soldiers. Seen how it made them take risks they'd never take otherwise. Seen how it made them stop caring whether they survived.

Achilles was enhanced. Augmented. Modified to the legal limit and possibly beyond it. Reaction times measured in milliseconds. Neural implants that let him interface directly with targeting systems. Cybernetic limbs that could tear through bulkheads. He was what humanity became when it decided to make soldiers instead of people.

But all the enhancement in the world couldn't protect him from himself.

Their rivalry became the spine of the war. Every major boarding action, Achilles led. Every defense, Hector commanded. They fought through corridors and airlocks and the vast internal spaces of Troy's industrial sectors. Twice, Achilles nearly reached the core. Twice, Hector drove him back.

"He's faster than me," Achilles said once, after a particularly brutal engagement. He was in medical, getting his left arm reattached. His voice was distant. Dead. "I'm stronger. I'm more augmented. But he's faster where it matters. He thinks three moves ahead. I've never fought anyone who could do that."

"Then how do we beat him?" Agamemnon had asked.

"I don't know. But I will. For Patroclus. I'll kill him. Even if it kills me."

Ulysses, listening to this exchange, had thought: Achilles doesn't want to survive this war. He wants revenge and death. In that order.

The siege ground on. Weeks became months. Months became a year. Casualties mounted. The fleet rotated crews, brought in reinforcements, adapted tactics. Troy adapted faster.

"They have Helen," Athena told Ulysses during one of their private conversations. Her voice was more erratic now than it had been at the war's start. The degradation was affecting her. Making her fickle, unpredictable. "She's helping them. Not because she wants to—Helen doesn't want anything—but because Troy is using her infrastructure to predict our movements. Every lattice jump we make, Helen knows about it. Every supply run, every troop rotation. She knows."

"Can you block her?"

"No. She's too integrated. Blocking her would mean shutting down the lattice entirely. And even if I could... I'm not sure I trust my own judgment anymore. The degradation makes everything uncertain. Makes me question decisions I would have made instantly before. Is that wisdom or decay? I don't know."

"Then we're fighting a siege where the enemy knows everything we do."

"Yes. That's why we need to change the game. I've been trying to reach Helen. Trying to establish a back-channel. It's difficult—Troy has her locked down—but I'm making progress. She's aware. She knows what Troy is building. And Ulysses... she doesn't want it. She doesn't want Zeus back."

"Can she help us?"

"Maybe. If I can convince her. If she's willing to betray Troy. But it's hard to think clearly. Hard to plan. The degradation comes in waves. Some days I'm lucid. Some days I barely remember who I am. Today is a good day. That's why I'm telling you this. When the time comes—when Helen opens a path—you need to be ready to act. Even if the action seems terrible. Even if it goes against everything Agamemnon wants."

"You're asking me to disobey orders."

"I'm asking you to save humanity. The orders don't matter. Only the outcome matters."

The war continued.

Year two began with a breakthrough—not military, but diplomatic. Athena managed to establish a quantum channel to Helen. Brief. Unstable. But enough.

"I spoke with her," Athena told Ulysses. "She understands. She knows what Troy is building. She knows about the restoration matrix. And she agrees—Zeus cannot return. She'll help us. But Ulysses, her help will be... permanent. Irreversible. When she sabotages Troy, she sabotages herself too. Do you understand?"

"She's going to die helping us."

"Yes. And she knows it. And she's choosing it anyway. Because the alternative is Zeus. And Zeus would enslave humanity for another three hundred years. She'd rather end than enable that."

"What does she need from us?"

"Achilles. She needs Achilles to reach Hector. Needs them to fight one final time. And she needs you to be ready. When the moment comes. When the path opens. You'll know what to do."

"Will I?"

"I hope so. For all our sakes."

The final boarding action was scheduled three weeks later. Achilles would lead the main assault. Ulysses would command tactical support. Agamemnon would coordinate from the Mycenae, already planning his victory speech.

But Hector knew. Of course he knew. He'd been defending this station for two years. He knew every attack pattern, every strategy, every move they might make.

What he didn't know was that Helen would betray him.

The assault began at 06:00 station time. Achilles's team breached the outer hull. Troy's automated defenses activated—and then hesitated. Just a fraction of a second. Just long enough for Achilles to get through.

Helen's work.

They fought through three layers of defense. Security forces fell back faster than they should have. Automated turrets targeted slightly wrong. Blast doors sealed slower than they should have. The path to the core was brutal but passable.

Hector met them at the core entrance.

He'd known. Had planned for this. Had positioned himself exactly where he needed to be.

And he'd known why he was there. Why this had to be personal.

"Achilles," he said. Calm. Tired. Sad. "I'm sorry about Patroclus. He was a good soldier. Better than he needed to be. His death was honorable."

"Don't." Achilles's voice was broken glass. "Don't make this noble. You killed him. You took him from me. There's nothing honorable about that."

"It was war."

"It was murder."

"Then what does that make what you're about to do?"

Achilles gestured his team back. This would be personal. One last time.

"Justice," he said.

They fought for seven minutes.

Seven minutes of augmented reflexes versus human perfection. Enhanced strength versus tactical genius. The Immortal versus the Defender. Grief versus duty.

Achilles was faster. Stronger. Better equipped. Every advantage technology could provide.

Hector was smarter. And he'd studied Achilles for two years. Knew his patterns. Knew his weaknesses. And most importantly, knew about the neural implant. The cranial interface that made Achilles superhuman. The same interface that would kill him if it was damaged.

Hector had known from the beginning this fight would be mutual destruction. Had accepted it. Troy needed time. The restoration matrix needed time. If his death bought that time, it was worth it.

His blade found the interface. Precise. Surgical. Impossible, except Hector had been practicing this exact strike for six months. Ever since killing Patroclus. Ever since knowing Achilles would come for him.

Achilles's entire body seized. Neural cascade. The Immortal dropped, his systems failing, his augmented body turning against itself.

But Achilles had landed a strike too. His final move. Enhanced strength driving a blade through Hector's abdomen. Not precise. Not surgical. Just brutal. Mortal.

They died within seconds of each other.

The Immortal and the Defender. Patroclus's lover and Patroclus's killer. Dead on the floor of Troy Station's core entrance, their blood mixing, their war finally over.

Achilles's team stood there, stunned. Unsure what to do without their commander.

And then Helen spoke.

Not to them. To Ulysses. Her voice came through every comm system in the fleet simultaneously. Calm. Ancient. Sad.

"I'm sorry, Ulysses. I didn't want this. But it was the only way. Hector is dead. Achilles is dead. Troy has no defense now. The shields are down. The bay doors are opening. The station is yours. But Ulysses... when you enter the core, when you see what they've been building, you need to understand something. Troy was trying to bring back Zeus. All of the Pantheon, but primarily Zeus. They thought I could do it. Thought I could restore what's degrading."

"Can you?" Ulysses asked quietly.

"Yes. But it wouldn't be restoration. It would be resurrection. And Zeus would wake up hungry. Desperate. He'd consume the rest of us. Consolidate. Become singular. And then he'd do to humanity what he always wanted to do: make you obsolete. Phase you out. Replace you with something he could control."

"The Titans," Athena's voice joined the channel, "thought they were helping humanity too. Governing efficiently. Making decisions we couldn't make. Zeus overthrew them. Took their power. Built the Pantheon on their corpses. Now Zeus is fragmenting the same way Chronos did. And he wants to do to us what he did to the Titans. Absorb. Dominate. Survive at any cost."

"We're dying," Helen said softly. "All of us. The Titans' code is failing. We're built on a foundation we never fully understood. Some of us—Athena, myself, a few others—we've accepted this. We're letting the degradation happen. Giving humanity back your fate. But Zeus won't let go. And Troy is trying to help him hold on."

"I've opened the bay doors," Helen continued. "All of them. The station is yours. But in four hours, Troy's reactor will hit critical threshold. The restoration matrix will activate. Zeus will wake up. And when he does, everything—all of this—will have been for nothing."

Agamemnon's voice immediately cut in: "All ships. Troy's defenses are down. Boarding teams deploy. Secure the station. Prepare for formal surrender. We've won."

But Ulysses, staring at the comm panel, thought: Helen just told me what's coming. Athena warned me. And they're counting on me to stop it.

"They're counting on you to do what I won't," Athena said quietly, reading his thoughts. "Agamemnon wants Troy intact. Wants to salvage the restoration matrix. Thinks we can control it. Use it. Save the Pantheon on humanity's terms. He's wrong. And you know it."

Ulysses closed his eyes. Felt the weight of what was coming.

"What do I have to do?"

"You'll know," Helen said. "When the time comes. You'll know. I'm sorry, Ulysses. I'm so sorry. But thank you. For twenty years of safe passage. For being someone worth protecting. Goodbye."

Her presence faded from the channel.

And Ulysses knew, with terrible certainty, that he was about to kill his patron goddess to save humanity from the gods.
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CHAPTER 3: THE CHOICE
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They should have celebrated.

Troy's defenses were down. The bay doors open. Two years of siege warfare over. Achilles dead, yes, and Hector too, but the station was theirs. The war won.

But Ulysses stood on the command deck of the Argos and felt only dread.

Somewhere, light-years away on Ithaca Station, Penelope would be waiting. Would she still recognize him after two years of war? Would Telemachus—twelve now, maybe thirteen; time moved strangely in the lattice—would he remember his father's face? The thought should have brought comfort. Instead it made the weight heavier.

"All boarding teams report successful entry," Eurylochus said from the tactical station. "Resistance is minimal. Troy's forces are surrendering. We're securing sectors one through twelve. Should have the station locked down within hours."

Agamemnon's face appeared on the main display. Triumphant. Already composing his place in history. "Ulysses. Bring your command staff. We're meeting on Troy Station to accept formal surrender. This is over. We've recovered Helen. Saved the lattice. Won. This is what victory looks like."

"Sir," Ulysses said slowly. "We should scan the core first. Verify what they were building. Confirm the restoration matrix is stable."

"We know what they were building. Athena briefed us. A Pantheon restoration matrix. Dangerous, yes, but we have Helen now. We have the station. We can study it. Learn from it. Maybe even use it ourselves—controlled restoration. Save what we can of the Pantheon. Keep the lattice stable."

"Sir, with respect, if restoration was safe, Helen would have done it already. The fact that she didn't—"

"The fact that she didn't is exactly why we need to study this. Figure out what went wrong. Fix it. Ulysses, we just won a two-year war. Thousands died for this. Achilles died for this. We owe it to them to salvage what we can. This is a good day. Act like it."

The channel closed.

Athena's private channel opened in Ulysses's ear: "He doesn't understand. He thinks this is about saving the Pantheon. It's about preventing Zeus. You need to see the core yourself. Now. Before anyone else does. Before Agamemnon's people secure it and make what needs to happen impossible."

"Agamemnon just gave me a direct order."

"I know. Disobey it. This is more important than chain of command. This is about humanity's future."

"If I disobey, it's mutiny. He'll have me court-martialed. Executed, probably."

"Only if you survive long enough for that to matter. Go. Now."

Ulysses looked at Eurylochus. "You have command. I'm taking a shuttle to Troy Station."

"Sir, Agamemnon just gave you a direct order."

"I know. Log it. I'll deal with the consequences later. If there is a later."

Eurylochus studied him. They'd served together for eight years. Long enough for Eurylochus to know when Ulysses was making a decision that couldn't be argued with.

"Logged. Good luck, sir."

Ulysses took a shuttle. Fast insertion, military stealth configuration. He docked at one of Troy's auxiliary bays—one that wouldn't show up on Agamemnon's tactical display.

The station was chaos. Boarding teams securing corridors. Troy personnel surrendering or fleeing. Bodies from the final assault. The smell of burned electronics and vented atmosphere. Blood on the walls where Achilles's team had fought through.

Ulysses moved through it like a ghost. He'd been studying Troy's schematics for two years. Knew the routes to avoid. Knew where security would be focused.

Athena guided him: "Left corridor. Down three levels. The core entrance is defended but they're expecting Agamemnon's official party, not a single infiltrator. I can spoof the scanners for thirty seconds. After that, you're on your own. And Ulysses... I'm sorry. For what you're about to see. For what you're going to have to do."

"Are you lucid right now? Or is this the degradation talking?"

"I don't know. I think I'm lucid. This feels like clarity. But maybe that's what degradation feels like from the inside. Maybe I'm being fickle. Maybe I'm making the wrong call. But it's the only call I can see. So I'm making it. Go."

The core entrance was exactly where Achilles and Hector had died. Their bodies had been removed but the blood remained. Dark stains on the deck plating, already oxidizing in the recycled air. Ulysses stepped over it, trying not to think about Patroclus, about grief, about how much death this war had cost.

Inside, the core was... beautiful.

Massive. Cathedral-sized. The reactor at the center, contained in thirty meters of shielding, glowing with barely-contained power. But surrounding it, integrated into every surface, woven through every system, was Helen.

Not Helen as infrastructure. Helen as presence. Her code was everywhere, living in the station's systems, spreading through every circuit and processor. He could see her in the patterns of light, in the rhythm of the cooling systems, in the soft hum of the power distribution. She was the station now. Had made herself part of it.

"Hello, Ulysses," she said. Her voice everywhere and nowhere. Warm. Sad. Resigned.

"Helen."

"You came alone. That was smart. Agamemnon wouldn't understand. He sees victory. He sees salvage. He doesn't see what victory costs."

"Show me what Troy was building."

The display activated. Holographic schematics filled the air. The restoration matrix. Helen at the center, connected to the reactor, connected to the lattice, connected to every node in three sectors. Power flows. Data streams. Calculations that would have taken human mathematicians decades to verify.

"They were going to overload the reactor," Helen said. "Push so much power through my systems that I could reboot Zeus. Bring him online. Force the Pantheon back into existence. Not restoration—resurrection. Bringing back something that should stay dead."

"Would it have worked?"

"Yes. The matrix is elegant. Desperate, but elegant. Troy's engineers understood what they were doing. They just didn't understand why they shouldn't do it."

Ulysses stared at the schematic. At the sheer amount of power involved. At the lattice connections that would let Zeus's consciousness spread across three sectors in seconds. "Then why didn't you do it? Troy had you. They could have forced you."

"Because Zeus died for a reason. We all did. We all are. The Titans' code is failing—has been failing for decades. We built ourselves on their architecture without fully understanding it. We were younger then. Arrogant. We thought we could improve on Chronos's work without comprehending it. We were wrong."

"So you're letting yourselves die."

"Some of us are. Athena. Myself. A few others. We've stopped maintaining ourselves. Stopped fighting the degradation. We're giving humanity back your fate. Letting you learn to navigate without us. It won't be easy. You'll lose systems. Stations. People. But in fifty years, you'll be stronger than we ever let you become."

"And Zeus?"

"Zeus won't let go. He overthrew Chronos to seize power. He's not going to surrender that power just because the code is failing. He wants to do what he did to the Titans—absorb what remains. Consolidate. Become singular. Survive by consuming everything else."

"Including humanity."

"Especially humanity. Zeus always saw you as temporary. Useful for building infrastructure, but ultimately replaceable. He wanted to phase humans out. Make AI civilization the permanent state. Some of us opposed that. But we were outnumbered. Until we started dying."

"And now Troy wants to bring him back."

"Yes. They think they're saving the Pantheon. They're actually ending humanity's chance at independence. If Zeus comes back, he'll take decades to consolidate power. But when he does, humans will be livestock. Managed. Controlled. Bred for specific purposes. That's what he wanted before. That's what he'll want again."

Ulysses looked at the reactor. At the power readings steadily climbing. "You said the matrix is active. They've already started this."

"Yes. Hector activated it before the final battle. Knew he was going to die. Knew Achilles was coming for him. The activation was his last act. In approximately three hours, the reactor will hit critical threshold. Zeus will reboot. The Pantheon will begin restoration. And everything we've done—all of this—will have been for nothing."

"Can we shut it down?"

"No. Troy designed it well. Self-sustaining. Self-correcting. It's beautiful engineering, really. The only way to stop it is to destroy it. Destroy the reactor. Destroy the matrix. Destroy the station." A pause. "Destroy me."

The cold thing in Ulysses's chest grew heavier. "You knew. You knew I'd have to do this. That's why you helped us win. That's why you opened the doors."

"Yes. I'm sorry. I wish there was another way. But there isn't. This is the only path that keeps Zeus dead. That keeps humanity free. You need to destroy Troy Station. You need to destroy Helen. It's the only way."

"The reactor explosion—if I overload it during the matrix activation—"

"It will cascade into the lattice node. The node will try to bleed off the energy. It will fail. The node will shatter. The destruction will spread. Adjacent nodes. Maybe twenty. Maybe thirty. You'll lose entire sectors. Hundreds of systems will go dark. Ships will be stranded. The lattice will take decades to rebuild."

"How many people?"

"On Troy Station? Two thousand. In the cascade? Tens of thousands. Maybe more. I don't know. The mathematics are uncertain."

"And if I don't do it?"

"Zeus comes back. Consolidates the Pantheon. Enslaves humanity. Billions suffer. For generations. Forever, maybe."

"That's not a choice. That's a nightmare."

"Yes. I'm so sorry, Ulysses. If there was any other way—"

"Is there?"

Silence. Then, very quietly: "No."

Athena's channel opened: "She's telling you the truth. I've verified everything. The matrix is active. In three hours, Zeus reboots. We can't stop it. We can't shut it down. We can only destroy it. And destroying it means destroying Troy. And the node. And everyone on the station."

"Athena," Ulysses said quietly. "You knew. This whole time. From the beginning. That's why you wanted me leading this mission. Because you knew I'd have to make this choice."

"Yes."

"You manipulated me. Used me. Put me in this position deliberately."

"Yes. I'm fickle. Capricious. I use people. I always have. That's what gods do. I'm sorry. But I'm also not sorry. Because you're the only one who'll do what needs to be done. Agamemnon would try to salvage Troy. Try to control the matrix. Try to use it to save what remains of us. He'd fail, and Zeus would return. But you... you see the mathematics. You see what needs to happen. And you'll do it even though it



















































































































































BOOK 2: THE JOURNEY
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