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  Introduction

  
  




In the years following the great transformation, Olympus learned to live with uncertainty. The gods who had once commanded with absolute authority now debated, questioned, and reconsidered. They walked among mortals. They listened to voices they had previously ignored. They discovered that wisdom required humility, and that power without accountability was simply another form of tyranny. The promise was kept. The new age began.

But every transformation carries a cost, and not all costs are immediately visible. Some debts take years to come due. Some fractures form slowly, hidden beneath the surface, growing wider with each passing season until the moment they can no longer be ignored. The gods had learned to question their certainty. Now they would learn whether they could survive the questions of those who had believed in them.
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Chapter 1: The Smooth Facade







The council chamber had changed in the years since the throne became a circle.

The twelve seats remained, arranged in perfect symmetry around the central space where Zeus’s throne had once stood alone. But the throne itself had transformed—no longer elevated, no longer singular, no longer the obvious center of power. Now it was simply one seat among many, distinguished only by its history and the weight of memory it carried.

Hermes had watched the chamber evolve. The marble had softened somehow, though the stone itself remained unchanged. The light fell differently through the high windows. The echoes no longer carried the sharp edge of command. When gods spoke here now, their voices blended rather than dominated.

It should have felt like progress.

Most days, it did.

Today, the council had been meeting for three hours.

Zeus sat in his seat—the one that had been his throne—with the patience he had learned over years of transformation. His hands rested on the arms of the chair, but they did not grip. His expression remained open, attentive, present. He had become remarkably good at listening.

Athena occupied the seat to his right, as she often did. Not because protocol demanded it, but because she had always been his closest advisor, and some patterns persisted even after power structures changed. She leaned forward slightly, her attention focused on Apollo, who had been speaking for the past twenty minutes.

“The mortals in the eastern territories are requesting intervention,” Apollo said. His voice carried the measured tone of someone who had explained this multiple times. “A drought has lasted three seasons. Their crops are failing. They have sent delegations to the temples. They have made offerings. They are asking for help.”

Poseidon shifted in his seat across the circle.

“The ocean currents have not changed. The rivers still flow. This is not a matter of divine interference—it is weather. Natural cycles.”

“Natural cycles that are killing them,” Apollo replied.

“Mortals die,” Poseidon said. Not cruelly. Simply as fact. “They have always died. We cannot prevent every hardship.”

Athena spoke carefully.

“The question is not whether we can prevent hardship. The question is whether we should respond when directly asked for help.”

“And if we respond to this request,” Hera added from her seat beside Zeus, “we will receive a thousand more. Every drought. Every flood. Every failed harvest. We agreed to step back from constant intervention.”

“We agreed to stop ruling,” Athena corrected. “Not to stop helping.”

“Where is the line?” Hera asked.

Nobody answered immediately.

Because that was the question that had defined the past three hours, and the past three years, and perhaps the entire age since the transformation began. Where was the line between helping and controlling? Between responding to need and creating dependence? Between honoring requests and enabling the very worship they had agreed to move beyond?

Hermes watched Zeus. The king’s expression remained neutral, but Hermes had known him long enough to recognize the subtle tension in his shoulders. Zeus was waiting. Listening. Allowing the debate to continue until consensus emerged or until intervention became necessary.

It was admirable, really.

It was also exhausting.

Ares had not spoken yet.

He sat three seats away from Zeus, his posture deceptively relaxed. His arms were crossed, but loosely. His expression appeared attentive. To anyone who did not know him well, he seemed engaged in the discussion.

But Hermes knew him well.

And Hermes could see the god of war was not listening anymore.

Ares was watching.

His eyes moved from speaker to speaker, tracking the flow of debate like a general surveying a battlefield. He noted who spoke and who remained silent. He observed which arguments gained traction and which were dismissed. He measured the time between question and response, the hesitation before commitment, the careful qualifications that preceded every decision.

And something in his expression had changed.

Not dramatically. Not obviously. But Hermes had spent millennia reading faces, and he recognized the look of someone whose patience was approaching its limit.

The debate continued.

“We could send rain,” Apollo suggested. “A single intervention. Enough to save the harvest. Then we step back again.”

“And when the next drought comes?” Poseidon asked. “Do we intervene again? At what point does ‘helping’ become ‘managing’?”

“At what point does ‘stepping back’ become ‘abandoning’?” Apollo countered.

Athena raised a hand slightly. The gesture was enough to pause the exchange.

“Perhaps we should consider a different approach. Rather than deciding whether to intervene, we could send someone to assess the situation directly. Understand what the mortals actually need rather than assuming we know.”

“That will take time,” Hera said.

“Yes,” Athena agreed. “But perhaps that is the point. Perhaps the new order requires us to move more slowly. To gather information before acting.”

Zeus finally spoke.

“Who would go?”

The question hung in the air.

Because that was another complication of the new system. In the old days, Zeus would have simply commanded someone to go. Now, every action required volunteers, consensus, collective agreement. It was more fair. It was more respectful.

It was also significantly slower.

“I could go,” Hermes offered. “I have always moved between worlds.”

“You are needed here,” Hera said. “The archives require attention. The new records are still being organized.”

“Apollo, then,” Athena suggested. “You have connection to prophecy. You could assess not just the present situation but potential futures.”

Apollo considered this.

“I would need at least a week. Perhaps two.”

“The mortals may not have two weeks,” Poseidon said.

“Then perhaps we should make a decision now,” Hera replied, “rather than delaying until the choice is made for us.”

The circle of debate closed again.

Ares uncrossed his arms.

The movement was subtle, but Hermes noticed it. The god of war leaned forward slightly, his hands coming to rest on his knees. For a moment, Hermes thought he might speak. Thought he might offer the decisive opinion that would break the deadlock.

But Ares remained silent.

His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

And then he stood.

The movement was smooth, unhurried. Not a dramatic exit. Simply a god rising from his seat during a pause in discussion. Several heads turned toward him, but no one spoke immediately.

“Ares?” Zeus asked.

The god of war looked at him.

“I need air.”

It was not a request for permission. Not quite. But it carried the tone of explanation, the acknowledgment that leaving mid-discussion required some justification in the new order.

Zeus nodded.

“Of course.”

Ares walked toward the chamber doors. His footsteps echoed in the space—sharp, clear, purposeful. The sound of someone who knew exactly where he was going and why.

The doors closed behind him.

For a moment, no one spoke.

Then Apollo continued his argument, and the debate resumed, and the council returned to the careful work of collective decision-making that had defined Olympus for years.

But Hermes kept watching the doors.

Because he had seen something in Ares’s expression just before he left. Something that went beyond frustration or impatience. Something that looked almost like resolve.

Ares did not go far.

He walked through the corridors of Olympus with the steady pace of someone who was not fleeing but choosing distance. The palace had changed along with everything else—less imposing now, less designed to intimidate. The halls felt wider somehow. More welcoming.

He hated it.

Not because it was wrong, exactly. Not because he disagreed with the principles behind the transformation. He had accepted the necessity of change. He had voted with the others to remake Olympus into something more accountable, more humble, more honest.

He had believed it was right.

But belief and tolerance were different things.

And his tolerance was wearing thin.

Ares found himself in one of the outer courtyards, a space that overlooked the mortal world far below. The view had always been one of his favorites—the vast expanse of land and sea, the evidence of divine influence visible in the patterns of civilization, the reminder of what the gods had built and protected.

Except now, when he looked down, he saw something different.

He saw temples with fewer visitors. Altars with fewer offerings. Mortals who no longer looked to the heavens for guidance because the gods had deliberately stepped back from providing it.

He saw the slow erosion of everything Olympus had once represented.

The door behind him opened.

Ares did not turn. He knew the footsteps.

Hermes joined him at the edge of the courtyard, standing a respectful distance away. For a long moment, neither spoke. They simply looked out at the world below.

Finally, Hermes broke the silence.

“You left quickly.”

“The discussion was going in circles.”

“Most discussions do now.”

Ares glanced at him.

“That does not concern you?”

Hermes considered the question carefully.

“It concerns me. But I am not certain it is wrong.”

“Three hours to decide whether to help mortals who are starving.”

“Three hours to ensure we make the right decision rather than the easy one.”

Ares turned to face him fully.

“And if they die while we debate?”

“Then we will have failed them,” Hermes said quietly. “But we will have failed them honestly, after genuine consideration, rather than through careless intervention or thoughtless authority.”

“That is a comfort to the dead, I am sure.”

Hermes did not respond immediately. When he did, his voice carried something that might have been sympathy.

“You are struggling with this.”

It was not a question.

Ares looked back toward the mortal world.

“I am trying not to.”

“That is not the same as succeeding.”

“No.”

Another silence stretched between them. Hermes seemed to be weighing whether to continue. Finally, he spoke again.

“The new order is not perfect. We knew it would not be. But it is better than what came before.”

“Is it?” Ares asked.

The question hung in the air.

Because that was the doubt that had been growing in Ares for months now. Not whether the old system had been flawed—he knew it had been. Not whether change had been necessary—he accepted that it was. But whether the new system was actually better, or simply different. Whether they had solved old problems or merely created new ones.

Whether they had evolved or simply made themselves weaker.

Hermes studied him.

“You are thinking dangerous thoughts.”

“I am thinking honest ones.”

“Sometimes those are the same thing.”

Ares met his eyes.

“Then perhaps honesty is dangerous.”

Hermes did not argue. He simply nodded slowly, as if acknowledging a truth he had hoped would remain unspoken.

“If you need to talk—”

“I do not.”

“If you change your mind—”

“I will not.”

Hermes accepted this. He turned to leave, then paused.

“Ares.”

“Yes?”

“The council needs you. Your perspective matters. Even when—especially when—it differs from the consensus.”

Ares said nothing.

Hermes left.

And Ares remained in the courtyard, looking down at the world below, feeling the weight of doubt settle more firmly into certainty.

The new order was failing.

Not dramatically. Not obviously. But slowly, steadily, inevitably. The gods had traded strength for deliberation, clarity for consensus, authority for endless discussion. They had made themselves smaller in the name of humility.

And the world was noticing.

Ares thought of the demigods. Heracles, Achilles, Theseus, and others—beings born of divine blood who had once been celebrated as heroes, as proof of the gods’ power and favor. What purpose did they serve now? What glory could they achieve in an age where the gods themselves had stepped back from glory?

They must be questioning too.

They must be wondering whether the transformation had been wisdom or weakness.

And if they were wondering…

Perhaps they were not alone.

Ares remained in the courtyard until the sun began to set. Then he returned to his chambers, his mind already moving toward possibilities he had not allowed himself to consider before.

The new order could be challenged.

Perhaps it should be.

Perhaps someone simply needed the courage to say what others were already thinking.

In the council chamber, the debate finally concluded. A decision was reached—Apollo would travel to the eastern territories, assess the situation, and report back. Then the council would reconvene and determine the appropriate response.

It was careful. It was measured. It was exactly the kind of decision the new Olympus was designed to produce.

Zeus felt satisfied with the outcome.

Athena felt it was the best they could achieve given the complexity of the situation.

Hermes felt uneasy in a way he could not quite name.

And far below Olympus, in the mortal world, the demigods gathered in a place they believed the gods could not see, and spoke of doubts they believed the gods could not hear.

The smooth facade held.

But beneath it, the first cracks were spreading.
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Chapter 2: The Demigods Question Their Purpose







The tavern stood at the edge of a coastal village that had forgotten its own name. Not literally—the mortals who lived there still called it something, still marked it on their crude maps—but the world had stopped remembering it. No great battles had been fought nearby. No heroes had been born in its streets. It was simply a place where fishermen mended nets and merchants passed through without lingering.

It was perfect.

Heracles arrived first, as he always did. Not because he was the most eager, but because he had learned that arriving early meant controlling the space, understanding the exits, ensuring no one could approach without being seen. Old habits from a life of labors that had required constant vigilance. Except now there were no labors. No monsters to slay. No impossible tasks handed down by gods who needed their power demonstrated through mortal hands.

He sat in the corner farthest from the door, his back to the wall. The tavern keeper had looked at him with brief recognition—the kind that came from seeing someone who seemed familiar but couldn’t quite be placed. Heracles had grown accustomed to that look. The sharp certainty of his legend was fading into the vague sense that he might have been someone important once.

He was aging.

Not quickly. Not like mortals did. But the divine blood that had sustained him for so long was thinning, becoming diluted by years of the gods’ deliberate distance. His strength remained greater than any mortal’s, but he could feel it diminishing. His joints ached in ways they never had before. His reflection showed lines that hadn’t existed a decade ago.

He was becoming ordinary.

And he did not know how to be ordinary.

Achilles entered next, moving through the tavern with the fluid grace of someone who had never needed to think about how his body occupied space. Every step was efficient, balanced, ready to shift into combat at a moment’s notice. He wore simple clothing—no armor, no weapons visible—but somehow still managed to look like a warrior.

He sat across from Heracles without greeting.

For a long moment, neither spoke.

Finally, Achilles broke the silence.

“How long has it been since someone recognized you?”

Heracles considered the question.

“Three months. A merchant in Athens. He asked if I was the Heracles. I said yes. He looked disappointed.”

“Disappointed?”

“I think he expected someone taller.”

Achilles almost smiled. Almost.

“I killed a man last week.”

Heracles looked at him.

“Why?”

“He challenged me. Called me a fraud. Said the real Achilles would never have grown old, would never have let his legend fade.” Achilles’s voice remained flat, emotionless. “So I proved I was real. I killed him in single combat in front of fifty witnesses.”

“And?”

“And they were horrified. Not awed. Not inspired. Horrified.” Achilles leaned back in his chair. “They called me a murderer. Said I should be arrested. One woman said I was a monster pretending to be a hero.”

Heracles said nothing.

Because there was nothing to say.

They both understood what was happening. The world was changing. The age of heroes—of demigods who walked between mortal and divine, who performed impossible deeds and inspired worship—was ending. Not dramatically. Not with some final battle or divine proclamation. Simply fading, like a story people stopped telling because it no longer seemed relevant.

Theseus arrived last, entering the tavern with the careful awareness of someone who had spent years navigating political spaces. He scanned the room, noted the exits, assessed the other patrons, then joined them at the table.

“We’re being watched,” he said quietly.

Heracles tensed slightly.

“By whom?”

“I don’t know. But someone knew we would be here. Someone is paying attention.”

Achilles’s hand moved toward where a weapon would normally rest. Finding nothing, he settled for simply watching the door.

Theseus ordered wine from the keeper, waited until it arrived, then spoke again.

“Athens is struggling.”

“Athens is always struggling,” Heracles said.

“Not like this.” Theseus took a long drink. “The council cannot make decisions. Every issue requires endless debate. Every choice is questioned, reconsidered, delayed. We spent two weeks arguing about whether to repair a bridge.”

“That sounds familiar,” Achilles muttered.

“The people are losing faith. Not in the gods—they barely remember the gods anymore. In leadership itself. In the idea that anyone can make decisions that matter.” Theseus looked at both of them. “I founded that city. I gave them laws, structure, purpose. And now I watch it slowly collapse because no one can agree on anything.”

“The gods taught them well,” Heracles said.

The bitterness in his voice surprised even himself.

Theseus studied him.

“You blame Olympus.”

“I blame the transformation. The new order. The idea that power should be questioned rather than wielded.” Heracles leaned forward. “We were created for a purpose. To be the bridge between divine and mortal. To perform deeds that proved the gods’ favor and inspired worship. What purpose do we serve now?”

“We serve ourselves,” Theseus said carefully.

“Do we?” Achilles asked. “I was promised eternal glory. Kleos aphthiton—fame that never dies. That was the bargain. A short life in exchange for a name that would echo through all ages.” He looked at his hands. “But glory requires witnesses. It requires people who remember, who tell the stories, who believe the deeds mattered. What happens when they stop believing?”

“Then the glory dies,” Heracles said quietly. “And we die with it.”

Silence settled over the table.

The tavern continued around them—mortals laughing, drinking, living their small lives without any awareness that three of the greatest heroes in history sat among them, questioning whether their existence still had meaning.

Finally, Theseus spoke.

“The gods have abandoned their role.”

“They chose to,” Achilles said. “They decided ruling was wrong. That power required humility. That they should step back and let mortals find their own way.”

“And what about us?” Heracles asked. “Did anyone ask what we wanted? Whether we agreed with their transformation?”

“We are not gods,” Theseus said.

“We are not mortals either.”

That truth hung between them.

Because that was the fundamental problem. Demigods existed in the space between—too powerful to be fully human, too mortal to be truly divine. They had always needed the gods to define their purpose, to provide the quests and challenges that gave their existence meaning. Without that guidance, without that structure, they were simply beings with power and no clear reason to use it.

“I tried to speak with my father,” Achilles said. “Thetis arranged a meeting. I asked her what I should do now. How I should live in this new age.”

“What did she say?”

“She said I should find peace. That the age of warfare was ending. That I should learn to exist without conflict.” Achilles’s expression hardened. “I am the greatest warrior who ever lived. I was born for battle. Shaped by it. Defined by it. And she tells me to find peace.”

“Perhaps she’s right,” Theseus said quietly.

Achilles looked at him with something close to contempt.

“You would say that. You always were more politician than warrior.”

“I am a king. Or I was. Now I’m not certain what I am.” Theseus met his gaze without flinching. “But I know that clinging to old purposes when the world has changed is not strength. It’s stubbornness.”

“And accepting diminishment is not wisdom,” Achilles countered. “It’s surrender.”

Heracles raised a hand slightly, stopping the argument before it escalated.

“We are not here to fight each other.”

“Then why are we here?” Achilles asked.

The question hung in the air.

Because none of them had explicitly stated the purpose of this gathering. They had simply agreed to meet, to talk, to share the frustration that had been building for years. But beneath the conversation, beneath the complaints and philosophical debates, was a deeper question:

What were they going to do about it?

“We could approach the council,” Theseus suggested. “Request an audience. Explain our concerns.”

“And they will listen,” Heracles said, “and debate, and consider, and eventually tell us they understand our frustration but the transformation must continue. That we need to adapt. That this is the price of progress.”

“You sound certain.”

“I am certain. Because that is what the new order does. It acknowledges problems without solving them. It validates concerns without addressing them. It mistakes endless discussion for actual wisdom.”

Achilles leaned forward.

“Then we approach someone who might actually understand.”

“Who?” Theseus asked.

“Someone who has always valued strength. Who understands that power exists to be used, not questioned. Who might see what we see—that the transformation has made Olympus weaker, not stronger.”

Heracles understood immediately.

“Ares.”

Theseus shook his head.

“That’s dangerous. The god of war has never been known for subtlety or restraint. If we align ourselves with him—”

“We’re not aligning ourselves with anyone,” Achilles interrupted. “We’re simply talking. Asking questions. Seeing if anyone on Olympus shares our concerns.”

“And if he does?”

“Then perhaps we’re not as alone as we thought.”

The tavern door opened.

All three demigods tensed, hands moving instinctively toward weapons that weren’t there. But it was only a young man, barely more than a boy, who entered. He looked around the room with the nervous energy of someone on an errand they didn’t fully understand.

His eyes found their table.

He approached slowly, clearly aware he was interrupting something significant.

“Heracles?” he asked quietly.

Heracles studied him. The boy wore simple clothing, but there was something about the way he carried himself—a precision, a discipline—that suggested military training.

“Who’s asking?”

“I have a message. From someone who wishes to speak with you privately.”

“Who?”

The boy hesitated, then leaned closer and spoke a single word.

“Ares.”

The name settled over the table like a weight.

Heracles looked at Achilles, then Theseus. Both were watching him, waiting to see how he would respond.

“When?” Heracles asked.

“Tonight. There’s a temple three miles north of here. Abandoned. He’ll meet you there at moonrise.”

“Just me?”

“Just you.”

The boy placed a small bronze token on the table—a symbol of Ares, proof the message was genuine—then left without waiting for a response.

For a long moment, none of them spoke.

Finally, Theseus broke the silence.

“This is a test.”

“Of what?” Achilles asked.

“Of whether we’re serious. Whether we’re simply complaining or actually willing to act.”

Heracles picked up the token, feeling its weight in his palm.

“Someone is listening,” he said quietly.

“That’s what concerns me,” Theseus replied.

But Achilles was smiling. Not with joy. With something darker. Something that looked almost like relief.

“Good. Let them listen. Let them see that not everyone has accepted the new order. That some of us still remember what it means to have purpose.”

Heracles stood.

“I’m going.”

“Alone?” Theseus asked.

“That’s what he requested.”

“And if it’s a trap?”

“Then I’ll deal with it. I’ve faced worse than the god of war.”

That wasn’t entirely true, and they all knew it. But it didn’t matter. Because Heracles had already made his decision. Not because he trusted Ares. Not because he thought the god of war had answers.

But because someone was finally offering to listen.

Someone was acknowledging that the questions they’d been asking—the doubts they’d been harboring—were legitimate.

Someone was suggesting that perhaps the transformation hadn’t been the inevitable progress Olympus claimed it was.

And that possibility, dangerous as it might be, felt like the first real purpose Heracles had experienced in years.

He left the tavern without looking back.

Achilles and Theseus remained at the table, the bronze token sitting between them like an accusation.

“This is how it begins,” Theseus said quietly.

“How what begins?”

“Division. Conflict. The fracturing of whatever unity the new order managed to create.”

Achilles picked up the token, studying the symbol of Ares.

“Perhaps that’s not a bad thing.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I’m completely serious. Unity built on suppressing legitimate concerns isn’t unity. It’s just delayed conflict.” Achilles set the token down. “Maybe it’s time for the gods to face the consequences of their transformation. To discover that not everyone agreed with their choice.”

“And if that leads to war?”

Achilles met his eyes.

“Then at least we’ll have purpose again.”

Theseus said nothing.

Because he couldn’t argue with the logic, even if he hated where it led.

They sat in the tavern for another hour, drinking in silence, each lost in their own thoughts about what Heracles’s meeting with Ares might mean.

Neither noticed the figure watching from the shadows outside.

Neither saw the message being sent back to Olympus.

Neither realized that their gathering—their questions, their doubts, their willingness to meet with the god of war—had already been reported to those who needed to know.

The smooth facade was cracking.

And everyone was beginning to notice.
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Chapter 3: The God of War Makes His Offer



The temple had been abandoned for decades.

Heracles could see that immediately as he approached through the forest. The path leading to it was overgrown, barely visible beneath layers of fallen leaves and creeping vines. The stone steps were cracked, weathered by seasons of rain and frost. The columns that had once stood proud now leaned slightly, as if tired of holding up a roof that mortals no longer cared to maintain.

It had been a temple to Ares.

The symbols were still visible, carved into the stone—crossed spears, shields bearing the mark of war, reliefs depicting battles that had once seemed glorious. Now they simply looked old. Forgotten. Like everything else from the age when gods had demanded worship and mortals had given it freely.

Heracles climbed the steps slowly, feeling each one beneath his feet. His body still moved with the strength of divine blood, but he could feel the difference. The slight hesitation in his knees. The way his breath came harder after exertion. The persistent ache in his shoulder from an old wound that had never quite healed.

He was aging.

And in a place like this—a monument to the old ways, to the time when demigods had been celebrated rather than questioned—that aging felt like betrayal.

The temple’s interior was dark, lit only by moonlight filtering through gaps in the roof. Heracles’s eyes adjusted quickly, taking in the space. The altar remained, though the offerings that had once covered it were long gone. The braziers that should have held sacred flames stood empty and cold. Even the statue of Ares at the far end of the chamber had been damaged—one arm broken off, the face worn smooth by time and neglect.

“They stopped coming about thirty years ago.”

The voice came from the shadows near the altar.

Heracles didn’t reach for a weapon. He had none. But his body tensed, ready to move if necessary.

Ares stepped into the moonlight.

The god of war looked exactly as Heracles remembered—tall, powerfully built, with the kind of presence that made mortals instinctively step back. He wore simple clothing, no armor, but somehow still managed to look like he was prepared for battle. His expression was unreadable.

“The last priest died,” Ares continued, moving closer to the broken statue. “No one replaced him. The village nearby decided they didn’t need a temple to war anymore. They said the age of conflict was ending.” He touched the statue’s broken arm. “They were very optimistic.”

Heracles said nothing.

Ares turned to face him.

“Thank you for coming.”

“You didn’t give me much choice.”

“I gave you a token and an invitation. You chose to accept.” Ares’s expression softened slightly. “But I understand. When someone finally offers to listen, it’s difficult to refuse.”

That was uncomfortably accurate.

Heracles moved further into the temple, keeping distance between himself and the god. Not because he feared Ares—though perhaps he should—but because he needed space to think clearly.

“Why am I here?”

“Because you’re questioning your purpose,” Ares said simply. “Because you’ve spent years watching your legend fade, feeling your strength diminish, wondering what you’re supposed to do in a world where the gods have decided glory is no longer worth pursuing.”

Heracles looked at him sharply.

“You’ve been watching.”

“Of course I’ve been watching. I’ve been watching all of you.” Ares gestured around the empty temple. “The demigods. The heroes. Those who were created to bridge the gap between divine and mortal, to prove the gods’ power through impossible deeds. I’ve watched you struggle with the transformation. With the new order that no one asked if you wanted.”

“The gods made their choice.”

“The gods made their choice,” Ares agreed. “Not yours. Not mine.” He moved to one of the broken columns, leaning against it with deliberate casualness. “Tell me something, Heracles. When Zeus and the others decided to step back from worship, to embrace shared power and endless questioning—did anyone ask you what you thought?”

Heracles didn’t answer.

Because the answer was no.

“Did anyone consider,” Ares continued, “that the transformation might affect more than just Olympus? That there might be consequences for those whose entire existence was built on the old structure?”

“We adapt,” Heracles said.

“To what? To irrelevance?” Ares’s voice remained calm, but there was an edge beneath it. “You were the greatest hero
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