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​CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


SPARTA – 331BCE

Helios inhaled the mountain air and forest scents as he patted his favorite hound. He loved the thrill of wild boar hunting. It was an excellent military exercise and helped build trust with his phalanx companions, since these hunts were conducted in parties. Yes, it was dangerous and often their hounds got killed, but usually Kyros and the others remained unscathed.

The party had reached the mountains early in the morning and the Laconian bitch named Khara had already found the boar's track. The nets were fixed and ready, and Helios patted the hound one last time. The hunting dogs slipped through the nets to force the boar out of its lair.

Helios snatched up his javelin and boar spear, advancing with the others, while Kyros cheered the hounds. They moved forward at some considerable distance from one another, which released Helios from the tight phalanx formation where each hoplite protected his neighbor. It also allowed the wild boar free passage in case it fell into the thick of them as it made off.

The hounds reached the boar's lair and attacked. Helios thought he saw a wolf among them, but he must have been mistaken. Why would a lone wolf join a pack of hunting dogs?

The boar tossed the first hound that ventured to attack him and ran, falling into the toils. The ground was level, so it planted itself firm as a rock. A male with pointy tusks that had already left a hound whining and probably dying.

The hounds attacked the animal again while the huntsmen let their javelins fly. The boar, in spite of that rain of javelins, refused to stretch the skirting-rope. Helios watched proudly as Kyros, the most skillful and of the stoutest nerve, advanced from the front.

The animal turned towards Kyros who firmly clutched his boar spear with the left hand forward and the right behind. As he advanced, he lunged forward, legs apart, like in wrestling, and keeping his left side turned towards his left hand.

Helios watched, breathless, as Kyros kept his gaze fixed steadily on the beast's, and brought down the spear. The boar knocked it out of his hands with a side movement of the head. Kyros threw himself face down and clutched tight hold of the brushwood, so the boar couldn't get under him with its tusks.

Before the animal could trample him, Helios stepped forward, screaming and provoking the boar, making as though he would let fly at it with his boar spear. He got the beast's attention and Kyros sprang back to his feet.

Clutching his spear as he rose, Kyros repeated the motion, this time lunging at a point within the shoulder blade. Kyros planted his body firmly and pressed through the boar's throat with all his force. In its rage, the boar kept pushing on, but the lance blade had two solid projecting teeth of wrought metal that prevented it from reaching the hunter.

"Thank you, Apollo and Artemis," Helios whispered, relaxing. Once again his beloved had proved he was the best hunter of the party.

The day was almost over, and even if they went back to their horses and the Helots watching them, they wouldn't make it back to Sparta on time. They had already decided to camp in the mountains before the expedition, and then they'd go back in the morning.

Helios helped take down the nets while Kyros gathered the hounds and checked them. They had lost two, a Cretan hound called Bremon and a Locrian hound called Thallon. Khara was petted more than the others for her good job in finding the boar, and Helios' favorite had made it through the hunt unscathed. Good dog.

The hunters went back to their camp where the Helots were already preparing hares. The boar was for the communal mess the following night, a tribute they had to pay to be part of it. They all sat around the fire and Helios couldn't keep his eyes off Kyros. He wished they could get away from the rest of the party and have some intimacy, so he suggested they took the first watch together.

"Kyros should get first sleep," someone teased. That wasn't manly enough for a Spartan hoplite, so of course Kyros would take the first watch. Not that there were hostile people in the mountains around Sparta, but wild animals – and that wolf – might bring trouble.

"Did you see the wolf?" Helios asked.

They had all seen it. A lone wolf wasn't much of a threat, but quite out of season. And it had vanished after the boar had been taken down.

Spartans and Helots alike lay down to sleep under the moon, and Helios and Kyros sat on a boulder to keep watch. Helios put his head on Kyros' shoulder and felt his beloved's arm caress his long tresses before settling on his shoulder, squeezing it.

The night was quiet and Helios was dreamy now. Kyros' warmth next to him was comforting, as it had been in the agoge. Helios had gone through the compulsory Spartan education, a teenager looking up to his elder with starry eyes. Seven years later, Helios still had starry eyes for Kyros, who had ended up marrying his sister Selene.

He should probably get married too now. He was already twenty-five, and if he didn't produce a male heir, he might not be able to go with the next military expedition. There were too few male Spartans left after the latest wars.

"Here's the wolf again," Kyros said quietly.

Helios straightened and tried to see in the darkness. Something was moving towards them on all fours, yellow eyes gleaming. He frowned and grabbed the hilt of his short sword.

"Wait," Kyros said, putting a hand on his wrist. "It's a lone wolf, no threat."

Except as it got closer and emerged from the shadow, the wolf turned into a tall man with long, platinum-blond hair and a ghostly appearance. He was tall and skinny. His naked body didn't have the muscles of hoplites and athletes, but he was no longer in his prime. His clean-shaven face had high cheekbones and icy blue eyes.

"Apollo Lyceius?" Helios whispered, breathless.

"I don't think so," Kyros muttered, frowning.

The man sauntered towards them, his pale body almost gleaming in the moonlight.

"Greetings, children of Lycurgus," the man said. He seemed to have no accent, although he was obviously not Greek. "I congratulate you on your hunt today."

"Thank you," Kyros answered. "Who are you?"

"I am Bran the Raven, of the Tuatha de Myrddin in the north. We share some customs, such as feeding in the night and drinking blood."

"A Hyperborean?" Helios blurted out, incredulous. The man might be taller than them, but he didn't look like the legendary giants of the north.

The man chuckled and Helios thought he saw fangs in his mouth.

"If you wish," he replied. "Although my homeland is more to the north-west than the north-east. I became immortal when Cyrus the Great established the Persian Empire and I met his son, Darius, as well as his grandson, Xerxes. That's when I first came to Sparta."

Helios and Kyros exchanged a puzzled glance. That was almost two centuries earlier! Then Hyperboreans did exist, since they were supposed to live a thousand years!

"I witnessed the useless heroics at Thermopylae and left, disgusted by Panhellenic wars," Bran continued. "I came back to Sparta after you singled yourselves out with Alexander of Macedon and I think Sparta is slowly falling from its legendary greatness."

"Don't you dare!" Helios snapped. "King Leonidas is a hero! Our kings will lead us against Macedonian domination, and when we reach Athens we will erase that infamous inscription on the Acropolis!"

"Maybe." Bran smiled. "Or maybe you will be defeated and lose your lives in vain. You might become heroes, but you'll be dead."

"If that is our destiny, we shall follow in King Leonidas' footsteps," Kyros replied.

"What if only one of you dies? What will the other do?" Bran asked, seemingly amused.

Helios scowled at the strange man. How dare he suggest such a thing?

"Cut his hair in mourning and avenge his lover," Kyros answered promptly. "And then we both dine in Hades."

Helios wasn't sure he wanted to dine in Hades. Although if Kyros was killed in battle, it wouldn't really be worth living.

The man shook his head. "The world is changing, Kyros. Spartans should change their ways if they don't want to lose everything."

"How do you know my name?" Kyros snapped.

"I read your minds," Bran answered, glancing to Helios who shivered. "Enjoy your relationship while you can. Soon you'll be marching to your deaths, and this might be the last hunt you make together."

"We believe only in the Oracle of Delphi," Kyros said. "Your predictions mean nothing to us."

Helios nodded eagerly. Bran sighed and shrugged.

"As you wish." His voice sounded like a whisper of the wind as the man vanished.

Helios saw a wolf run away in the night and exhaled in relief. "What do you think that was?" he asked.

"Not Apollo Lyceius," Kyros answered, thoughtful. "Not a Greek, or a Persian. He must come from far away, a place we haven't discovered yet."

"We haven't been beyond Delphi, and probably never will," Helios grumbled. "Unless King Agis and King Cleomenes manage to lead us to a successful campaign abroad. But we'd need another Lysander, and I don't see anyone up for that task."

"You could be the new Lysander," Kyros said, staring fondly at him. "We shall find you a wife and I'll help you to get closer to the kings, so you'll be given command and..."

"Kyros!" Helios chided. "You'd be better suited for that!"

Kyros chuckled. "Maybe, but I'm not interested," he whispered before taking him into his arms and kissing him. The time of the agoge might be long gone, but Helios was still madly in love with Kyros.
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Helios and Kyros headed for the mess after sunset, as usual. They knew their way in the darkened streets of Sparta and had learned stealth by reaching their communal evening meal without the help of any form of light.

The hunt had been successful and the boar delivered to the mess kitchens, so the cooks could use it for the first part of the meal. Helios and Kyros brought more produce for the second part, since Kyros' farm had produced lots of olives that year and not all would be used to make oil.

They had washed and re-braided their long hair, and Helios had shaved, since he was still unmarried. They entered the mess at the appointed hour and took their seats on benches at a group table. There were some hunt companions and some elders who hadn't participated sharing the table with them.

The cooks served the black soup, a broth made from water, blood, vinegar and salt with small pieces of boar meat from the hunt. There were thirty men in the mess, and some of the elders preferred the broth without meat, but that still didn't leave much for everybody else. A cheese accompanied the black soup, and then each of them received a barley-cake, as per Spartan Law. Helios drank watered-down wine and finished his ration, listening to his elders.

During the second part of the meal, younger boys were invited in and sat on the floor around the table, while the men shared more food and wine. The hunt came up in their conversation, and Kyros mentioned the strange man-wolf who had visited them under the moonlight.

"I think he was a Hyperborean," Helios said. "Or a very good liar. He said he had witnessed the battle against the Persians at Thermopylae."

"We can't have proof of that," Kyros added. "None of us was there. Has anyone else met this being who calls himself Bran the Raven? He looks from the north, but speaks with
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