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Helios of Sparta

CHAPTER ONE

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 no accent."

He was also very creepy, but Helios couldn't say that out loud.

"There is a bard by that name at the royal messes these days," one of the elders said, thoughtful. "I heard he's very good with the lyre, as if Apollo himself blessed him. Some call him the new Orpheus."

"He performs only after sunset, though," another added. "And nobody knows where he comes from, but he knows all our legends."

"But seems to mock our religion?" Kyros asked. "He didn't strike me as a worshiper of the Olympian Gods."

"No, he's not Greek," the elder said. "Helios might be right. Bran might be Hyperborean. Although I thought they were much taller and bulkier."

"Well, we've never seen one before," Kyros said. "No more than seeing cyclops or mermaids..."

"We should go to Delphi and ask the Oracle about the foreigner," someone suggested. "Is he a good or bad omen? If we're to march for Megalopolis soon, I'd rather the signs are auspicious!"

"I'm sure the kings know that," Kyros said. "The Oracle will tell us what to do."

Helios was relieved to hear this. Of course the Oracle would tell them what to do. There was no reason to fear the strange man who turned into a wolf. Bran was one, the Spartans were many, and warriors to the bone.

Still, he felt uneasy whenever he thought about the strange encounter in the mountains, under the moon. He hoped he'd never see that being again.

CHAPTER TWO

MEGALOPOLIS – 331BCE

When Helios marched out of Sparta with his hoplite paraphernalia in a tight phalanx formation, he saw a lone wolf following them from a distance. He concentrated on marching, but the uneasiness never left him.

They reached the walls of Megalopolis, built by Epaminondas some four decades earlier in Southern Arcadia. The new federal capital of the region was a permanent bone lodged in Sparta's throat, and King Agis was determined to get rid of it.

As Helios camped with Kyros and his fellow hoplites, he kept looking for that lone wolf, but thank Apollo it seemed to be finally gone.

A raven perched on his tent instead. Why did Apollo send that messenger of bad luck? Helios was worried, but Kyros soothed him. The siege wouldn't last long. They'd capture Megalopolis or die trying. No wolf or raven could change their destiny.

Helios prepared for battle with Kyros. They oiled themselves as if for an athletic contest and combed their exceptionally long tresses. Helios was uneasy and took comfort in Kyros' calm.

It was their second campaign against Alexander of Macedonia, since their king, Agis III, had sent them to Crete two years earlier with the aim of securing the island for Sparta. Then Agis had taken command of allied Greek forces against Macedon, gaining early successes, before laying siege to Megalopolis. Surely this battle would be as successful as the previous ones, but Helios was nervous, although he tried not to show it.

Helios and Kyros marched out together, both with their customized cuirass, helmet, shield and lance, and joined their phalanx to attack Megalopolis. The well-oiled war machine of the Spartans was ready, and marched to the sound of drums and pipes.

Helios reacted properly to the sounds of the pitched battle. He held his place in the phalanx, stabbing and thrusting with his spear, finding the state where his body reacted as it had been trained to do without his mind interfering.

And then he saw Kyros fall, with a javelin through his neck. He screamed and threw his spear at the bastard, missing him. Grabbing his short sword, he charged the enemy and slayed him.

Mad with grief, he fought until his arms hurt and nobody was left around Kyros' body. The fights had stopped when he dropped to his knees by his lover's side. Too late, his beloved was already in Hades.

Helios threw away his helmet and used his short sword to cut off his long hair. He sobbed against Kyros' still body until a hand touched his shoulder. He looked up and met the icy blue eyes of the foreigner.

The wounded still moaned around him, and the sun had set, but Bran's ashen mane gleamed in the fading light. Helios' vision was still blurred by tears, but again he thought he saw fangs in the man's mouth. The hand that swiped his hair away from his face was very cold and the foreigner's complexion made him look like a ghost.

"Poor Helios." The man's voice was soothing. "Don't waste away. You are one of the most beautiful men of Sparta, don't let Kyros' death take you down. You could be great again if you accept my gift."

Helios felt dazed, broken. How very un-Spartan of him to give up like that and cry like a baby. The night breeze ruffled his still-too-long curls as he lost himself in Bran's mesmerizing stare.

He wasn't sure what happened next, but something bit him between neck and shoulder. The intense pain vanished into an orgasm of pleasure like he'd never felt before. He swooned in the man's arms and almost passed out.

Something trickled through his lips and the coppery taste seemed to revive him. He grabbed the man's arm and sucked the open wrist, gulping down blood as if it were ambrosia. Then he fell back and his body died, a most unpleasant sensation that added to the stench of the battlefield.

He opened his eyes to his second life, staring in wonder at the starry sky overhead. Bran helped him to his feet and told him how the battle had ended in defeat for the Spartans.

"It wasn't just Kyros, Helios," he said soothingly. "Your king had a death worthy of Leonidas. Wounded and unable to stand, Agis ordered his men to leave him behind to face the advancing Macedonian army so that he could buy them time to retreat. On his knees, the Spartan king slew several enemy soldiers before being finally killed by a javelin."

"Like Kyros." Helios' voice choked and tears came back. He gulped them down with anger. Enough crying. This battle was lost. "What will happen now?" he asked Bran.

"Alexander won't punish the Spartans, but he'll force them to join the League of Corinth," Bran answered.

"Did you meet the Macedonian king?" Helios asked, glaring at the blond man. He knew it had been one of Alexander's generals who came to the rescue of Megalopolis, since the king himself was still busy fighting in Persia.

"As a matter of fact, yes." Bran flashed a wolfish smile. "What do you want to know? His physical qualities or his personality?"

"Both." Helios shrugged.

"He's not has handsome as you," Bran said. "Even by Macedonian standards he's very short, though stocky and tough. He stands out against his hirsute Macedonian barons by going clean-shaven. His eyes – one blue, one brown – reveal a dewy, feminine quality. He has blond hair and a harsh voice."

Helios nodded, thoughtful. "What else?"

"From what I saw, he has a violent temper and a rash, impulsive nature," Bran answered. "But he has also a calmer side – perceptive, logical, calculating. He has a great desire for knowledge, a love for philosophy, and is an avid reader He is intelligent and quick to learn, however, he has little interest in sports or the Olympic Games."

"Oh." Helios was very disappointed upon hearing that. He wasn't going to meet the man, then. Even though they were about the same age, they weren't really compatible. He'd never make it into the Companions of the Macedonian king, so he might as well forget about him. "So, where do we go now?"

"How about Olympia?" Bran suggested. "Aren't the Olympic games due soon?"

"In three years." Helios sighed. "I can't go back to Sparta like this. I'm not even sure what my state is right now."

"As soon as the sun rises, you'll fall into a deep slumber and wake up at sunset with a thirst for blood. I will guide you in this new life and teach you to appreciate it. Now we'd better find cover, since dawn is close."

Helios was feeling dizzy. He nodded and followed Bran away from the battlefield.

CHAPTER THREE

OLYMPIA – 328BCE

Helios had never seen Olympia by night. Except now he didn't have a choice. No more Olympiads for him, no more walking under the sun. He might as well experience the novelty. The room he had slept in was stuffy and he longed for fresh air.

Helios was thirsty, but the sight of the sleeping town took his breath away. His night sight was so good it felt almost like daytime as he looked at the Temple of Zeus and the Leonidaion, the lodging place for athletes taking part in the coming Olympiad, the one-hundred-and-thirteenth. It looked different under the stars, but still breathtaking.

Helios sighed. He still remembered when he had first reached Olympia from his native Sparta, young and wide-eyed and ready to participate in the games with his beloved Kyros. The wide valley of the Alpheus River had plenty of olive and plane trees that surrounded the town with its temples, treasuries, altars, statues and other structures dedicated to many deities.

His mortal eyes had seen it as a place full of magic where the gods often came to bestow honors and glory on the best athletes. Now, twelve years later, his new sight made him see even more of the magic of the place, the eerie light around the temples and even the feeling of the holy fire of Hestia inside the Prytaneion.

Olympia sprawled beyond the boundary wall, especially in the areas devoted to the games. Helios headed for the empty stadium under the stars. He should feed, but memories kept flooding inside him. How the sun touched the buildings of Olympia. The smells and sights of the glorious town. The Temple of Zeus, its size, scale and ornamentation. The final iteration of the stadium, and the hippodrome for chariot racing.

He'd had to take an oath in front of the seated statue of Zeus – the giant statue made by Phidias in ivory and gold that had filled him with more awe – saying that he had been in training for ten months.

His participation in the games, with Kyros covering his naked body with olive oil, had been a wonderful experience. Watching his beloved participating in the Hoplite Race had filled him with pride.

He could do the Hoplite Race too now. Running in full armor seemed very easy with his new strength. Except during the day he slept so heavily, he'd never be able to participate.

His life had changed drastically at the siege of Megalopolis. Not only had he lost his better half, Kyros, but also his mortal life. Bran had told him this would be his second life, and after three years he still wasn't sure if he'd made a good deal or not.

Maybe he should have died with Kyros, against the Macedonian forces. So many Spartans had gone to Hades... Helios should have done the same. Kept fighting until the enemies killed him. But when Kyros had fallen, he had broken down. He couldn't live without Kyros.

And now he was still walking the earth. Not alive, not dead. Alone. Sleeping during the day, walking in the night, looking for blood. No longer Hyacinthos to Kyros' Apollo, no longer whole, even though his athletic body was still the same.

His nostrils detected the human life asleep in the buildings, so he quickened his pace. He wasn't going to feed on fellow humans. Hopefully he'd find night animals wandering in the stadium that could quench his thirst.

If only he were still mortal, he'd join the athletes. He'd don his hoplite armor and run with them, like Kyros had done. But there would be no more Olympiads for him. Although Bran said eventually he wouldn't need to sleep at all, but the sun was his enemy now.

The sun he was named after. His second life would be under the moon for eternity. His god, Apollo, should be mad at him. Except not even Zeus had struck him with lightning, and Bran said those gods didn't actually exist.

Helios wasn't sure yet. There was obviously more to the world than Sparta had taught him, or he would have been more prepared when the ash-haired foreigner had offered him that second chance. He should have been scared of the strange, pale man, instead of accepting his "gift" – his distraught state over the death of Kyros hadn't allowed him to think.

After three years of his new life, he relied on his new instincts. Although his faith was still strong enough that he didn't dare touch the animals ready for the sacrifice at the end of the games. He should get out of town to look for food, but the stadium kept calling him.

He sat in the empty exedra reserved for the judges and "watched" the games with his memory. The thirst faded as the moon-bathed stadium took on its daytime colors and sounds, filling his mind's eye.

Aristolochos of Athens had won the stadion, the oldest of the games. The foot race had filled teen Helios with excitement, even though he hadn't won. He had done much better with the discus, winning that game. He was a better Discobolus than Diaulos.

Chairon of Pellene had won the wrestling and Arybbas the Tethrippon. Kyros had run the hoplitodromos, coming second after Kallikrates of Magnesia. The five days of the games had been a blissful time for young Helios and his lover, but they were long gone.

And tomorrow the games would start again. Without him, without Kyros. The truce was on for the glory of Zeus, but Helios didn't belong anymore. Not to the games or Olympia. Not to Sparta or the mortal world.

He was immortal, in a different way from mighty King Leonidas. Nobody would sing his praises. His name would probably be forgotten soon. He should have joined Kyros in Hades' kingdom instead of accepting Bran's gift.

"You were a champion." Bran's voice startled him.

The man seemed to have appeared out of nowhere next to him, but Helios knew that Bran moved faster than the mortal eye could see.

Bran seemed to command respect everywhere he went. He was a wonderful storyteller and could even play the lyre. He wandered the Greek city-states, stopping wherever he felt like. He was no warrior, more of a priest of his people, from what Helios had gathered. And he was almost two centuries old, and could read Helios' mind.

"And then I fell from grace," he muttered.

"Sparta fell from grace," Bran replied. "Your hometown is no longer what it used to be."

Helios had to agree on that. The times of King Leonidas were long forgotten. Maybe Lycurgus' way of living was no longer the one and only way. Epaminondas had proved that his Sacred Band could beat the Spartan phalanx.

King Agis' attempted revolt against Macedonian domination had been a burning defeat, that had cost Helios' beloved's life and left him empty and demotivated.

"You can be another kind of champion." Bran's blue eyes stared at Helios in the night. "A champion of life beyond death, which is no easy feat, trust me. Not all my siblings-in-darkness made it this far. You're a warrior, used to walking in the night. With your gift, you can become even better."

It was unbelievable that a foreigner like Bran knew of the Spartan practice of holding the main meal of the day after sunset. No torches were allowed when passing to or from the mess to dine, to aid in learning stealthy movement by night. But then, Bran was more awake at night than during the day.

"If only I could have Kyros with me," Helios grumbled, feeling a lump in his throat.

"He was already gone, I couldn't bring him back from death," Bran said patiently. "You'll find another Kyros, though. Especially if you come with me and don't stick to your home country. The world is big, Helios, come and discover it with me."

Bran was more a father than a lover. He didn't strike Helios as being tender, ever. A teacher and a father, yes, a lover, no. Helios missed having a lover. His body still reacted to sexual impulses, that much he knew. When his thirst was quenched and his mind clear.

"I should feed," he said with a sigh. "I wish I could see the games."

"We'll stay until it's over and I'll recount them to you," Bran promised. "Now come, let's get some blood inside you."

They both left the stadium at supernatural speed and went to hunt on the mountain slopes. Boar and deer would not be able to escape the thirsty bloodsuckers, and Helios would be back long before sunrise and his daytime deep sleep hit him.
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Helios opened his eyes in the enclosed room under the Prytaneion. A cellar more than anything else, but at least it had no windows. He could feel the sun was still out there, so he remained still, waiting until it was a good time to go out and feed.

Eventually the sun went down and Helios sighed. Time to go out, feed and hear what Bran had to say about the games. They were over already, and the oxen had been sacrificed on Zeus' altar. He could still smell their blood in the air as soon as he was outside, under the moon.

Again the town was asleep and Helios inhaled the cool night air. He headed for the river this time, turning his back on the stadium. He had to go by the Leonidaion, though, if only to sense the athletes now peacefully asleep.

His silent footsteps startled a young man who was still outside, staring at the starry sky as if looking for something. An athlete, from his taut muscles, not a Spartan from his short hair. Only Spartan hoplites kept their hair long, so different from the rest of Hellas...

The young man looked him in the eye, puzzled, then seemed to brighten. "Aren't you Helios of Sparta?" He looked somehow familiar, but Helios couldn't place him. "How come you're here and didn't participate in the games?"

"I... couldn't," he answered hesitantly. "When did we meet?"

"Three Olympiads ago." The young man grinned. "Telestas of Messene."

Of course. He had won the boys' boxing competition. Kallikrates had again won the hoplitodromos and Helios had won a few more games.

"You keep coming back," Helios said, looking at Telestas.

"I keep coming back hoping to see you," Telestas replied with an impish smile. "Where is your lover?"

Helios looked away. "He fell under the walls of Megalopolis."

"Oh. No wonder you couldn't participate." Telestas was serious now. He must be a few years younger than Helios who was flattered that another athlete looked up to him. "Is that why you cut your hair? In mourning? It's a shame, though. You were the best athlete that ever graced the games."

"Really?" Helios scoffed.

"Zeus blessed you with victories in all the Panhellenic games, although you triumphed mostly in the Pythian, Nemean and Isthmian Games," Telestas said. "I guess Olympia is harder to win, but you always had good placements."

Helios didn't want to be reminded of his athletic feats right now. Yes, he'd been a champion. Yes, Sparta had been proud of him. But that was no longer the case. If his people knew what he had become... better to let them think he had died with Kyros.

"Thanks," he grumbled, looking away again. "Don't mention my presence to anyone."

"The games are over and you didn't participate." Telestas sighed. "I'm glad I had the chance to talk to you, though."

Helios asked him the results of this Olympiad. No need to wait for Bran's retelling, since there was such a willing witness standing in front of him. The more he looked at Telestas, the more he remembered that Olympiad when they'd first met. In his previous life.

And now he was back, not with Kyros but with Bran, and everything looked and smelled different. He might still have the looks, but he was no longer a Spartan hoplite. His hair would never grow long again, it would remain as he left it after the battle, shoulder-length, unbound. He was... something else. Something dangerous and immortal and almost god-like. So undeserving.

"I admire you Spartans so much," Telestas said, stepping closer.

Helios frowned and stiffened. The warmth of Telestas' body, the pulsing veins under his skin... When the young man embraced him, he took in the musky scent. His tongue touched his fangs before licking Telestas' skin. Before he knew it, he was sucking rich warm blood, and Telestas moaned in pleasure.

This shocked him back to reality. He dropped Telestas, who collapsed on the ground, and ran away into the night. Panting, Helios stopped on the river bank further north from Olympia. What the hell was wrong with him? He had sworn never to feed on humans!

He fell to his knees and started sobbing uncontrollably. He had bitten an Olympic champion! What kind of monster had he become? Did he really still belong in his homeland?

Again Bran's hand landed on his shoulder. The elder man hugged him and waited until he calmed down. He sniffled and looked at his maker's pale face.

"Did I...?"

"No, you didn't kill him. And he won't remember much in the morning, don't worry."

Helios exhaled, relieved. "Good. I'm sorry, I broke down again..."

"Helios, we're not in Sparta anymore," Bran chided. "You won't be punished if you show unmanly weaknesses, like tears. I know you had a harsh upbringing, but you can forget it now. I welcomed you to life eternal. You'll have centuries, and eventually you'll run out of tears."

"Like you?" Helios frowned. "Did you ever cry? Fall in love? Did you have a family when you were mortal?"

"They're long dead," Bran answered. "Now, do you want to go back to Sparta and see Selene one last time?"

Helios pondered. His own armor, weapons and red cloak were probably in Selene's hands by now. Without his body. Who knew what she thought of her brother's disappearance. She'd never know of his shame. His breakdown. His deal with the supernatural being who had given him a second life.

He didn't belong to Sparta anymore. That part of him had died with Kyros. Time to leave the Peloponnese, go beyond the Panhellenic games cities that had been the limits of his vision and ambition when he was mortal, the end of the world... except there was much more beyond. Yes, it was time to move on.

He looked at his personal Hades and sighed. "We can go now. Take me away from these lands."

"Glad to hear it," Bran said. "You'll see, the world is huge. And I think you've just discovered your dark power."

"I have?" He stared, puzzled, at his maker. "What is it?"

"You're an enchanter. You will find willing donors whenever you want to." Bran smiled. "That's how I turned you. With my enchanter power."

"Oh." Helios glared at him. "And do you have other powers? Besides reading my mind, I mean."

"I can turn into a raven, or a wolf. And I also read mortals' minds. Maybe one day you'll be able to do all this too. It took me at least a century to develop my gifts and you're barely three in your second life..."

The wolf and the raven had followed him and Kyros during the day. Now he knew why. Not even Bran could stand sunlight in his human form.

Helios sighed. "Fine, let's go then. Let's feed on Mount Kronos and leave the land of the Olympian gods."

The morning mist concealed their departure at supernatural speed. Helios had to stop for the day and hide in a cave with Bran, but when he awoke to a new night, away from Olympia, he was ready to move on.

CHAPTER FOUR

GREECE

CORINTH – 323BCE

Helios was familiar with Corinth, since it was the host of the Ishtmian Games. When he was mortal, he and Kyros had gone to the temple of Aphrodite to try the heitairas, sharing the price of one, since the temple prostitutes were quite expensive.

Helios returned to the temple now, but he had no money to pay them, although he was able to seduce one of the youngest to give him some menstrual blood. He still preferred feeding on animals, though. It didn't feel right to lap a woman's blood.

He left the temple behind and wandered in the night, oblivious of the Corinthian architecture around him that showed the city's wealth and luxurious lifestyle. He reached one of the main ports, Lechaion, which connected the city to its western colonies and stopped to stare at the triremes of the Corinthians docked there.

He wasn't too keen on sailing across the treacherous kingdom of Poseidon, but then, Bran too seemed to prefer traveling by land. And Bran could fly if he had do. Not something Helios had inherited. The strange gift of an enchanter was still quite nebulous to him, although he'd just been proved once again that it worked.

The city had lost its autonomy to Macedon a few years back, when Alexander III had become hegemon of the whole of Greece. Now news had reached the city that the Macedonian king had died, and Helios was waiting for Bran to find out what had happened.

Unlike his maker, he didn't feel comfortable showing up at palace doors as a wandering bard. He might have given up his sword and his spear, but he was still more of a warrior than a storyteller or entertainer. And he still looked young and didn't commandeer the respect Bran received without even trying.

He liked to listen to Bran, though, so he was looking forward to hearing what his maker had found out. He headed back for their day shelter and waited for Bran who came back shortly after. There were still a couple of hours until dawn, so they sat together in the darkness of the windowless room to talk.

Bran's warm voice recounted the events of the past month. It had all started with the death of Hephaestion that had devastated Alexander who had ordered the preparation of an expensive funeral pyre in Babylon, as well as a decree for public mourning. Helios knew Hephaestion and Alexander were as close as he'd been with Kyros, so he could imagine the grief that had struck the Macedon.

Alexander was planning a series of new campaigns, but he didn't have the chance to realize them, as he died shortly after Hephaestion. His health might have been in general decline after years of heavy drinking and severe wounds, but Helios preferred to think it was the anguish that Alexander felt after Hephaestion's death that contributed to his declining health and subsequent death.

"Their love must have been like mine with Kyros," Helios commented, thoughtful. "Except you didn't allow me to follow my beloved into Hades' kingdom."

"I didn't force you to drink my blood," Bran chided. "I asked you if you wanted to live."

"You mesmerized me, you said so yourself!" Helios snapped, glaring at him.

"I didn't want you to die," Bran replied. "I felt it was a waste."

"Why me among the thousands who fought at Megalopolis?" Helios insisted.

"Because we met during that hunt, and already I thought you'd make a good companion, but you had Kyros, so I left you alone."

"Please tell me you didn't kill Kyros only to seduce me into this second life."

"Have you ever seen me with a weapon in my hands? I'm not a warrior, Helios. You avenged Kyros yourself. And no, I couldn't have saved him, neither as a wolf nor as a raven. I came to you because the sun was setting by then and I didn't want you to commit suicide on your beloved's body."

Helios harrumphed, but Bran was right. The thought of killing himself had crossed his mind as he cried over Kyros' body. Still, how had Bran found him in the mess after the battle?

"What attracted you to me in the first place?" he insisted.

Bran sighed and looked away.

"You reminded me of someone I lost a long time ago," he answered. "I do not wish to talk about it. Will you follow me on the world's roads for eternity?"

"Do I have a choice?" Helios asked, a little sarcastic. "You might as well show me around, since you gave me life eternal."

Bran smiled fondly at him.

"You haven't seen anything yet," he said. "We're still in Hellas. How about we go to Delphi and consult the Oracle? Would that make you feel better?"

"I don't think I have the right to consult the Oracle," Helios muttered, averting his eyes.

"How about we go to Mount Olympus and I show you that nobody lives there?" Bran insisted, amused. "That your gods are figments of your imagination?"

"Enough!" Helios scowled. "Do you hear me tease your beliefs?"

"I'm just trying to make you understand there's still a lot to see and do in this world," Bran replied. "And also that nothing is forever. I saw Persepolis at its peak, and then Alexander destroyed it. You never know when the other marvels of the world will vanish."

"Fine, let's get to Delphi. Might be a way of seeing the Pythian Games one last time... oh, wait, no, I'll be sleeping all day, like in Olympia!"

"Helios..." Bran chided. "Why such impatience? I told you, you have eternity now. You should change your priorities. Maybe the Pythia will give you some good advice."

"How am I supposed to consult the Oracle?" Helios asked, feeling frustrated. It was complicated enough when he was a mortal!

"I'll find a way," Bran assured him. "Trust me."

He didn't have much choice, did he? Helios sighed and lay down. Dawn was close now and he could already feel the slumber gripping him.

THEBES – 323BCE

Helios stood by the tombs of Philolaus and Diocles. He knew about Diocles of Corinth, the athlete who won the stadion race of the 13th Olympic Games – one hundred Games before the one he had just not attended.

The stadion race was the only competition in the first thirteen Olympiads, much simpler than the ones Helios had participated in centuries later. Diocles had been the lover of Philolaos of the Bacchiadae family who had become a Nomothete (lawmaker) in Thebes.

Diocles then left Corinth to live with Philolaos in Thebes. They lived together for the rest of their lives and were buried in adjoining tombs, with Philolaos' tomb pointed towards Corinth while Diocles' faced away.

The tombs hadn't been touched by the destruction brought to the city by Alexander twelve years earlier. The only things still standing were the house of the poet Pindar, the temples – and the tombs Helios was staring at under the moon.

Another reason to stop in Thebes on the way to Delphi was his curiosity about the Sacred Band. Although that too was gone, and nobody was left to remember it.

The Sacred Band of Thebes had been a troop of select soldiers, consisting of one hundred and fifty pairs of male lovers which formed the elite force of the Theban army, ending Spartan domination.

Its predominance had begun with its crucial role in the Battle of Leuctra, but it had been annihilated by Philip II of Macedon in the Battle of Chaeronea thirty-something years later. It was as gone as the city.

Hellas was falling to pieces. Bran was right, new empires would soon emerge. Alexander's empire was already breaking up in the struggles for succession. Was there a place where Helios could feel at home?

Not here, clearly. Maybe the Oracle of Delphi would be able to show him the way. He'd been denied burial next to his lover. He'd have to find another reason to keep going.

Apollo and the other Olympian gods and goddesses wouldn't let him down just yet, or they'd have stopped the northerner from giving him this second life under the moon.

CHAPTER FIVE

LEAVING GREECE

DELPHI – 322BCE

Helios was happy to see Bran had told the truth about his day slumber diminishing with the passing of the years. If at Olympia he still slept from dawn till dusk, by the time he reached Delphi he was able to be awake when there were still traces of the sun in the sky.

Which meant that he was able to see the early preparations for the Pythian Games as well as the last performances of the day if he found a place in the shadows. Sun rays burned him, although he healed quickly after he fed.

He made sure to stay away from all the athletes, just in case someone else recognized him. It would definitely be suspicious now, nine years after the siege of Megalopolis where he had supposedly died.

The victors at Delphi were presented with a laurel crown, ceremonially cut from a tree by a boy who re-enacted the slaying of the Python. The Pythian Games were set apart from the other games sites because they hosted the musical competition, in which Bran considered participating.

The Pithyan Games ranked second among the Panhellenic Games after the Olympiads, and before the Nemean and Isthmian Games. Helios didn't see Telestas or any other familiar face in the few hours he managed to go out and watch the games.

Delphi was the navel of the earth, with its temple dedicated to Apollo where the Pythias sat. The sacred precinct occupied the south-western slope of Mount Parnassus on terraces created to place the structures, with retaining walls.

The Sacred Way ascended the terraces on ramps and a polygonal wall supported the terrace housing the temple of Apollo celebrated by Pindar. Delphi was still under Madedonian control, in spite of the death of Alexander, but access to the Oracle was permitted.

Helios had time to admire the treasuries of the other city-states and the athletic statues that rivaled those in Olympia. And then there was the Sybil Rock, a pulpit-like outcrop of rock between the Athenian Treasury and the Stoa of the Athenians upon the Sacred Way that led up to the Temple of Apollo, where the ancient Sibyl pre-dating the Pythia of Apollo sat to deliver her prophecies.

After the games, Bran said he had managed to get him last in line with the Pythia who gave her prophecies only on the seventh day of the month. As soon as he woke up, finding a gray sky overhead, Helios headed up the Sacred Way and stopped in front of the Temple of Apollo, where the line of consultants was slowly entering the Pythia's room. Bran was already there.

Helios looked at the altar of the Chians set in front of the temple and made entirely of black marble, except for the base and cornice. Paid for and built by the people of Chios, it made a striking impression.

He entered the temple with Bran. The Pythia's small chamber was below the main floor of the temple, and offset to one side. Helios and Bran sat in the intimate chamber that was filled with a fragrance and a breeze, as if someone had spread the essences of the sweetest and most expensive perfumes from a spring.

The Pythia was a young virgin, beautiful in her own way, who reminded Helios of Selene. She wore a short plain white dress and her dark hair was pulled up in a lovely hairdo. She sat on her tripod seat, holding laurel leaves and a dish of Kassotis spring water into which she gazed.

Nearby was the navel of the earth, flanked by two solid gold eagles representing the authority of Zeus, and the cleft from which emerged the sacred pneuma. Helios' nose perceived the sickly sweet smell of the decomposition of the body of the monstrous Python coming from that cleft.

Helios let Bran do the talking and ask his question. What would be the destiny of a wandering Spartan who was both alive and dead? The Pythia took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment, as if listening.

The answer was pretty simple to understand. He'd travel around the Mediterranean in a spiral that would take him farther and farther from Hellas, and eventually reach the Hyperboreans who would welcome him.

Helios was impressed by the young woman's vision. He followed Bran outside the temple, still pondering her answer. So he was bound to travel with Bran. Good. And he'd find a new home eventually. Interesting.

The sun set on Delphi and his thirst began. He had to feed, then he'd be able to think more clearly on the next move. But it seemed quite obvious now that his destiny was to follow Bran, wherever he took him.

MOUNT OLYMPUS – 321BCE

Helios couldn't believe it had been ten years since Kyros' death and the start of his second life. Bran was slowly leading him away from Hellas and around the Mediterranean, in what his maker said would be a spiral that would take them farther from Sparta. Bran mentioned he was due back to his home country, and Helios was curious.

Currently he was upset, though. By the anniversary and by the fact that he was on Mytikas peak and saw no trace of the Twelve Olympians. His gods were nowhere around, and he could see none of their homes. Was Bran right? That Apollo and Zeus and the others were just figments of his imagination?

The full moon overhead seemed to laugh at him. Bran joined him and smiled.

"The gods don't show themselves to us," he said. "Not when we're mortals and especially not when we've achieved life eternal. My own gods have different names, but I've never met them, not even in their supposed earthly dwellings."

"So you think they might be here, I just can't see them?" Helios asked, frowning.

"Anything is possible," Bran assured him. "There are things in this world that we will never understand, not even if we live for millennia."

Helios sighed. "So, can I still believe in them, even though I don't offer them sacrifices?"

"Of course. You can bless someone in the name of Apollo, if you feel so inclined. If you wanted to part with me, I'd still wish that Gwydion and Morrigan be with you."

"Who are those gods?" Helios asked, confused.

"Gwydion is a warrior and magician god. Morrigan is the goddess of war and death who can take the shape of a crow or raven. I was a druid of my people, the Celts, so I can explain our gods and goddesses to you, if you're interested."

"Mm... maybe not now." Helios shook his head. "We have eternity, don't we?"

Bran smiled. "Of course. Shall we go feed?"

They went down the highest peak of Mount Olympus and in the dry foothills covered in chaparral, they met a wild boar. How different this hunt was from the one with Kyros and the other Spartans!

Helios smelled the warm blood of the animal and went into a frenzy. He had to feed. Ignoring the deadly tusks that had mauled so many hounds and even a few humans, he pounced on the boar and sank his fangs into the thick fur.

Bran attacked from the other side. Soon the animal collapsed, as the two children of darkness sucked its blood. Helios pulled back only when he felt full. He cleaned his mouth with the back of his hand and sat back, meeting Bran's stare again.

"Feeling better?" Bran asked, amused. "Shall we keep going?"

Helios watched the wild boar pant and then pass out. He realized the tusks had cut his thigh, but the wound was already closing. The animal's blood still coursed through him, making him feel alive, even though he wasn't.

"Yes, let's go," he said, rising. Time to leave Hellas behind and explore the rest of the world.

CHAPTER SIX

NORTHERN MEDITERRANEAN

ILLYRIA – 231BCE

Helios' first century was spent at the court of King Agron of the Ardiaean Kingdom, a neighbor of Macedonia that he had crossed with Bran from Mount Olympus. The Greek kingdom was by now under the Antigonid dynasty of kings descended from Alexander's general Antigonus I Monophthalmus ("the One-eyed") who had won the succession struggle.

The current Macedonian king, Demetrius II Aetolicus, had already distinguished himself during his father's lifetime by defeating Alexander II of Epirus at Derdia and so saving Macedonia. On his accession, Demetrius had faced a coalition of enemies which included the two great leagues. Usually rivals, the Aetolian and Achaean Leagues now became allies against the Macedonian power. He succeeded in dealing this coalition severe blows, wresting Boeotia from their alliance.

The revolution in Epirus, which substituted a republican league for the monarchy, gravely weakened his position, hence he hired King Agron for military aid against the advancing Aetolians. Helios didn't participate in the brief campaign but he was still at the Illyrian capital when Agron's ships returned and the king learned of the victory from his commanders. Agron then drank so much by way of celebration, that it killed him within a few days.

Much like Alexander, he'd been killed by too much drinking, although he had celebrated more than mourned. Helios was glad that wine and other similar indulgences had no effect on him any longer, although sometimes he missed the mortals' food he could no longer stomach.

The Ardiaean kingdom was transformed into a formidable power under the leadership of Agron. During this time, Agron invaded part of Epirus, Corcyra, Epidamnos and Pharos in succession, establishing garrisons in them. The Ardiaei had twenty decuriae that served Agron well.

Agron succeeded in extending Illyrian rule over many peoples and cities in the Adriatic region, but his sudden death left the throne to Pinnes, his son with his first wife Triteuta. Agron had divorced her, hence Agron's second wife, Queen Teuta, acted as regent after Agron's death.

The regent for her young stepson possessed the most powerful force, both by land and sea, of any of the kings who had reigned in Illyria before Agron. Teuta's armies attacked the regions of Elis and Messenia in the Peloponnese. The queen supported the piratical raids of her subjects, which arose the interest of the Roman Republic.

Hence the Roman Senate decided to send ambassadors to Queen Teuta to solicit reparation and demand an end to all pirate expeditions. On their arrival, the Roman ambassadors Lucius and Gaius Coruncanius found Queen Teuta celebrating the end of an internal Illyrian rebellion as her armies were about to lay siege to the Greek island city of Issa.

She promised that no royal force would hurt them, but explained that piracy was a traditional Illyrian custom she was unable to put an end to. Teuta also implied that it was contrary to the custom of the Illyrian kings to hinder their subjects from winning booty from the sea.

One of the envoys lost his temper and replied that Rome would make it her business to improve relations between sovereign and subject in lllyria, since they had an admirable custom, which was to punish publicly the doers of private wrongs and come to the help of the wronged equally publicly.

The ambassador expressed himself to the queen so disrespectfully that her attendants were ordered to seize the ambassadors' ship as it embarked back for Rome. His brother was put in captivity, and Helios asked Bran what he thought of the whole meeting.

Bran pondered his reply, as usual. He said they should probably get away from Illyria before the Roman army and fleet attacked Teuta.

"It's none of our business, since we don't travel by water," he said as the sun started to rise over Queen Teuta's palace. "Tonight we'll leave and explore some more."

They'd been doing so for nine decades already, stopping every now and then for four or five years in towns they found more interesting. That was why they were still barely in Illyria instead of having already reached the lands beyond.

It was all new for Helios, and he was appreciating the journey. He was glad to keep going, even though they'd spent only a couple of years at the Ardiaean court instead of four or five.

"Will we have to take a ship, eventually?" he asked.

"If you want to see the place where I was born, yes," Bran answered. "I come from an island in the north, and I flew over the sea in my raven form on my way out of the country, but you can't shift shape, hence we'll take a ship to go there."

"I guess it won't be a Greek ship," Helios muttered.

"I have no idea," Bran replied. "I've been away for too many centuries, I don't know who crosses those waters at this time."

"Well, we'll get there... but we'll have to finish our tour of the Mediterranean in a spiral that will take us farther away from Sparta, first, to fulfill the Pythia's prediction." Helios hesitated. He still thought the Oracle at Delphi told him the truth, but after his journey through Greece with Bran, he had to ask, "Will the Hyperboreans really welcome me at the end? Or are they figments of my imagination like the Olympian gods?"

Bran chuckled. "We can try to find them. I haven't explored that side of the world yet..."

MEDIOLANUM – 222BCE

Helios was getting to know the barbarians since wandering outside of Hellas. He had now reached the lands of the Insubres, who – thanks to the cultural and commercial exchanges with neighboring areas – had created a distinct society of their own, where the power was in the hands of a few lords.

Unfortunately they were now going against the growing Roman Republic that had defeated the Boii, their neighbors to the south of the River Po, and two years earlier the Romans had attacked Insubre territory. The Insubres had sued for peace in vain and now their king was dead and their capital renamed Mediolanum.

The town was important for its location as a hub in the road network of the area, located in a country abundant in wine and every kind of grain. Herds of swine, both for public and private supply, were bred in its forest, and the people were well known for their generosity and the fine wool they produced.

Except now they were just another Roman province, the Cisalpine Gaul, and might be romanized like many other populations that had fallen under the Roman armies.

Helios knew Bran was always looking for stories, legends, myths, so he asked his maker what he knew of the people of the most important Celtic tribe of the area. To which Bran related the story of King Ambicatus sending his Nephew Bellovesus across the Alps at the head of a party drawn from various tribes.

"Bellovesus founded the settlement in the times of the Roman monarchy, during the reign of Tarquinius Priscus," he explained.

"Were you already of this world?" Helios asked, impressed.

"No, the kingdom had already become a republic when I was born in the lands of the Demetae up north." Bran smiled.

"And have you ever been to Rome itself?"

"Yes, during the first century of the republic, when they waged wars of both expansion and defense, aimed at protecting Rome itself from neighboring cities and nations, and establishing its territory in the region. One by one Rome defeated both the persistent Sabines and the local cities, both those under Etruscan control and those that had cast off their Etruscan rulers. When I visited the town, Rome had effectively completed the conquest of their immediate Etruscan and Latin neighbors, and also secured their position against the immediate threat posed by the nearby Apennine hill tribes."

"So they're continually at war," Helios mused. "They sent their armies to punish Teuta, fought with Carthage..."

"Their first enemies were their Latin and Etruscan neighbors as well as the Gauls, who even sacked the city a century and a half ago. After the Gallic Sack, Rome conquered the whole peninsula in a century, which turned the Republic into a major power in the Mediterranean."

"So now the Romans have conquered the entirety of this northern region too... Do you think they will ever stop?"

"Did Alexander stop?" Bran replied. "We will see this republic grow for decades, Helios. Their greatest enemy is still Carthage, against which it waged a war already. And I'm afraid another is coming up soon, so we should keep moving, lest we get trapped in a battlefield. Unless you want to fight again, but mortals don't fight at night."

"No, I gave up my warrior life when I left Hellas." Helios shrugged. He might have been raised as a Spartan hoplite, but a century had gone by since those times and he was enjoying the travels with his maker. He wasn't missing the battles, and he still went hunting to feed – albeit differently – with Bran.

"Good." Bran smiled. "We shall keep going then. A good thing the Romans did was build these roads all over their lands... although we don't need roads."

"I like the fact that my body tires less and moves faster than it used to," Helios commented. He could only go out under the moon, but nights were long enough for him to cover longer distances than he used to.

"So tonight we hunt for food and then we move on," Bran said. "I'm sure one of those fat swine will be enough for both of us!"

CHAPTER SEVEN

MEDITERRANEAN HARBORS

MASSALIA – 218BC

Helios couldn't believe that a town founded by the Greeks had become one of the major trading ports of the world, with a population of tens of thousands on about fifty hectares surrounded by a wall.

It had a large temple of the cult of Apollo of Delphi on a hilltop overlooking the port, and a temple of the cult of Artemis of Ephesus at the other end of the city. Traders from Massalia ventured inland on the rivers Durance and Rhone, reaching as far north as the Baltic Sea.

They exported their own products – local wine, salted pork and fish, aromatic and medicinal plants, coral, cork – and thrived by acting as a link between inland Gaul, hungry for Roman goods and wine, and Rome's insatiable need for new products and slaves.

Bran sat with Helios in the coolness of Apollo's temple to relate what he had found out bout the most famous citizen of Massalia. Outside the sun was up, but Helios no longer slept.

Pytheas was a mathematician, astronomer and navigator. He was the first scientist to observe that the tides were connected with the phases of the moon, which filled both Bran and Helios with awe.

"Apparently while I was helping you adjust to your new life, Pytheas organized an expedition by ship into the great ocean beyond the Pillars of Heracles and reached as far north as the lands I come from, if not further, since he mentions drift ice and the midnight sun."

"Drift ice? Midnight sun?" Helios asked, incredulous.

"If the glacier from Mont Blanc reached the sea, pieces of ice might drift off," Bran explained. "This happens farther north, where the ocean is much colder. As for the midnight sun, I'm not sure about it, but it's not something I want to see at this time." Bran chuckled.

"Do you think we could go that way, eventually?" Helios asked.

"Though Pytheas hoped to establish a sea trading route for tin from my island of origin, his trip was not a commercial success and it won't be repeated. The Massiliots find it cheaper and simpler to trade with Northern Europe over land routes."

"Oh." Helios was disappointed, but not for long. A long sea voyage wasn't for them anyway. "Bran, are we the only ones?" he asked, frowning. "The only immortals who live on blood, I mean?"

"No, there were a dozen people in my tribe who went through the rite," Bran answered, thoughtful. "But like I told you way back when, not all of them made it through the centuries. And you're my first fledgling, I hadn't made another before."

"And you're still unwilling to tell me why you chose me, I know." Helios smiled despite himself.

They heard strange sounds and managed to glimpse outside without going out into the sun.

"What is that?" Helios asked, puzzled, seeing something move along the road that passed north of the city.

"The war with Carthage is on again," Bran mused. "The coastal road is blocked by the legions of Consul Gnaeus Scipio... and Hannibal is avoiding it!"

"That's the Carthaginian army?" Helios asked, confused. "What are those huge beasts?"

"They're called elephants," Bran answered. "They live in Africa where they are trained as war machines. I'm sure the Romans never saw anything like this either!" Bran chuckled, then sighed. "But then, I doubt elephants have seen snow and ice before... I wonder how the Carthaginians will make it across the Alps if they keep going that way!"

"Should we follow?" Helios asked, skeptical.

"It would mean retracing our steps." Bran pursed his lips. "I say we keep going. The war is headed for the heart of the republic, we might as well go the other way!"

SAGUNTUM – 214BCE

The Iberians had built a walled settlement on the hill overlooking the plain. Cyclopean limestone slabs had been used to build the temple of Diana and by now Saguntum was a large and commercially prosperous town that traded with coastal colonies in the western Mediterranean such as Carthage and, under their influence, minted its own coins.

Five years earlier it had sided with the local colonists and Rome against Carthage, drawing Hannibal's first assault. The siege of Saguntum triggered the Second Punic War when after a stiff resistance over the course of eight months, it was captured by the Carthaginian armies.

When Helios and Bran reached it, it had become a municipium, had been rebuilt and now flourished. The Romans hadn't retaken it yet, but at least Hannibal's army was gone, probably still marching through the Republic, wreaking havoc.

Bran and Helios heard more about the Carthaginian leader, slight of body but with a face that showed his iron will. Apparently he had sworn to his father, standing before the altar of the great god Baal, to continue his work.

Hannibal had sworn to hate and fight the Romans to the death, hence he had mounted his expedition to conquer all of Italy and bring the evil republic down. A relatively small force would invade the lands of the Romans that could count on near unlimited men and supplies.

"If Alexander could do it, so can I," had been his final words, in order to fulfill his oath to Baal – which would also bring world hegemony to Carthage.

Helios was very interested in the military organization and managed to ask the merchants and citizens of Saguntum about Hannibal's army. Apparently the general broke with Punic army tradition, recruiting auxiliaries from Numidia, Gaul and the Balearic Islands.

He also invented an entirely new elite force, a unit small in numbers but mobile and highly trained, designed to strike terror behind enemy lines. And then he had his war elephants, of course. Helios wondered how he was faring against the Roman legions.

"How about we get to Carthage as soon as possible?" Bran asked. "I'm sure we'll get news of his campaign there faster than waiting here for his return."

Helios nodded, thoughtful. How were they going to cross the sea, though?

"Should I mesmerize a ship's captain?" he asked. "I would like to remind you that I cannot fly, although I can swim."

"Yes, you could probably swim across the strait," Bran mused. "Or we'll find some other way. Let's get there and we'll see."

MONS CALPE – 212BCE

The wind blew on Mons Calpe and the moon shone overhead. The town of Carteia, founded by the Phoenicians on the site of an early settlement of the native Turdetani people, was asleep. The African coast was as dark as the Iberian one.

Mons Calpe was considered one of the Pillars of Hercules, after the Greek legend of the creation of the strait by Heracles. The southern pillar was barely visible across the water under the stars.

"What do you think?" Bran asked. "Can you swim to the other side?"

"I think so." Helios nodded. "See you on the other shore."

He headed down to the Gorham's sea-level cave where the Phoenicians had set up a shrine to the genius loci. He dived into the Mediterranean waters and started swimming. Being a bloodsucker increased his speed both on land and in the water.

The Phoenicians realized the extremely narrow isthmus joining the peninsula to the African mainland made the place eminently defensible and established an outpost there that the Greek geographers recorded by variations of Abyla.

The town was as asleep as Carteia had been. Helios emerged from the sea an hour later and a raven glided towards him, morphing into Bran before touching the ground. Helios shook his hair, sprinkling Bran with salted water, then followed his maker in the streets of Abyla, looking for a place to spend the day away from the sun.

CHAPTER EIGHT

SOUTHERN MEDITERRANEAN

CARTHAGE – 204BCE

Helios and Bran had climbed at the top of the walled tower overlooking both Carthaginian harbors. Behind them, the city slept in the protection of its massive walls, although the local government was probably having nightmares.

The high citadel, the Byrsa, felt threatened for the first time since the start of the war against the Romans and Hannibal's invasion of the republic's territories. The Carthaginian general was still abroad, trying to sow revolt in the republic's people, and now a Roman general was at the doors of Carthage, as Hannibal had reached the doors of Rome years earlier.

Publius Scipio had debarked with thirty thousand well-trained troops at Utica, a harbor on the doorstep of Carthage, after defeating Hannibal's brother at the Metaurus River. Helios and Bran could see the fires of the Roman camp with their enhanced night vision.

The senate – who had denied reinforcements to their general in its foreign campaign – immediately sent a courier to call him back to defend his hometown. Meanwhile a first Carthaginian force had been defeated by the Romans and a second one was ready to attack.

"War has reached Carthage," Bran said with a sigh, breaking the silence of the night. "It's time we move on. We've enjoyed this city for more than five years, let's leave before it falls."

"Do you think it will fall?" Helios asked, frowning.

He had grown quite fond of Carthage, with its housing blocks separated by a grid of straight streets with a roadway of clay. Stairs compensated for the slope of the hill and in some places the ground was covered with mosaics.

The houses were similar in that the street was often used as a storefront, and cisterns were installed in basements to collect water for domestic use. A long corridor on the right side of each residence led to a courtyard. Houses were whitewashed and blank to the street, but within were courtyards open to the sky.

The citadel area to the north had the Temple of Eshmun at the top of a stairway of sixty steps and a Temple of Tanit on the slope of the lesser
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