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THE SPARTANS

by I.IOAKIM

For the ones who carried it south. You know who you are.

In the cradle of the greatest warriors the world has ever known, betrayal cuts deeper than any Persian blade.

Before the legend of unbreakable warriors, there was only blood and conquest.

Long before the name “Sparta” echoed across Greece, the fertile valley of the Eurotas belonged to older peoples. Then came the Dorian invaders — fierce tribes from the north — who swept into Laconia in the shadows of the collapsing Mycenaean world. They seized the land, subjugated the locals, and forged a harsh new order. Over centuries, five scattered villages merged into one iron-willed city-state. They called themselves Lacedaemonians, masters of Laconia.

But true power was born in fire. Through brutal wars against their western neighbors in Messenia, the Spartans doubled their territory and enslaved an entire people as helots. Terrified of endless revolts, they turned inward. A legendary lawgiver named Lycurgus reshaped their society with merciless precision: land was redistributed, luxury was banished, boys were torn from their mothers at seven and forged in the agoge — a machine of starvation, theft, beatings, and unbreakable discipline. The result was the most feared army in the Greek world: professional soldiers who lived only for war, equality among citizens, and a state where every Spartiate existed to serve the phalanx.

By the early fifth century BC, this militarized machine stood unmatched.

Yet even the strongest iron can hide cracks.

Kallias, born of forbidden union between a Spartiate father and a helot mother, carries the blood of both conqueror and conquered. Thrust into the agoge, he rises with terrifying skill while uncovering a treasonous conspiracy among Sparta’s own elite — men willing to trade glory for Persian gold and personal power.

Torn between the only world he knows, the hidden family he can never claim, and a forbidden love with a strong-willed Spartan woman, Kallias must survive the krypteia’s night raids, shifting alliances, and rising paranoia.

The Persian storm gathers across the sea. The Hot Gates await.

But the blade that will truly test Sparta may already lie buried deep within her own ranks.

A sweeping, unflinching epic of origins, blood, discipline, betrayal, and impossible choices, THE SPARTANS reveals how a city was built into a legend — and the raw human cost behind it.
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Prologue – The Shadow of Taygetus

Laconia, 490 BC – Two years before the Persian storm would break upon the Hot Gates.

The wind howled down from the snow-capped peaks of Mount Taygetus like the breath of an angry god. It carried the bite of iron and the faint, metallic scent of blood. Below, in the narrow valley where the Eurotas River cut silver through the olive groves, the city of Sparta lay dark and watchful. No walls enclosed her; her true walls were the spears of her men and the unyielding will of her laws.

In a low stone house on the edge of the helot fields, a woman named Melia knelt beside a small sleeping boy no older than seven winters. Torchlight flickered across her face, carving deep shadows under her eyes. The boy’s name was Kallias — “beautiful” — though beauty had never been a virtue the Spartans prized.

Melia brushed a lock of dark hair from his forehead. His breathing was steady, innocent, the last unscarred night he would ever know. Tomorrow the paidonomos — the boy-herdsman — would come for him. Tomorrow he would be taken from her arms and thrown into the agoge, the iron machine that turned Spartan sons into weapons.

But Kallias was no true Spartan son.

His father had been a full Spartiate, a man of the Equals, who had taken Melia — a helot woman from the Messenian hills — in a moment of forbidden weakness. The boy carried the blood of conqueror and conquered in equal measure. By Spartan law, such a child should have been exposed on the slopes of Taygetus at birth, left for the wolves. Yet his father had claimed him in secret, bribing the elders with promises and silver. A dangerous gamble.

Melia leaned close and whispered the words she had repeated every night for seven years.

“Be steel, my wolf-cub. Bend but never break. And never, never let them see the helot in your eyes.”

The boy stirred but did not wake. Outside, the wind rose again, rattling the wooden shutters. Farther down the valley, in the barracks of the agoge, older boys were already learning the first cruel lessons: how to endure hunger, how to steal without being caught, how to strike without mercy.

Melia’s hand trembled as she pressed a small iron amulet — a crude image of the river god Eurotas — into the boy’s palm and closed his fingers around it.

“Survive,” she breathed. “And one day, perhaps, remember who you truly are.”

She rose, wrapped her threadbare cloak tighter, and slipped out into the night. The stars above Taygetus burned cold and indifferent.

Unseen by Melia, another figure watched from the shadows of the olive trees — a tall man in the crimson cloak of a Spartiate, his face hidden by the hood. His name was Drakon, one of the five ephors who ruled Sparta in all but name. In his hand he clutched a small wax tablet, its surface etched with strange markings that were not Greek.

Drakon’s lips curled in the darkness.

“The half-breed enters the machine tomorrow,” he murmured to the wind. “Let us see whether the wolf’s blood runs true... or whether it can be made to serve a higher purpose.”

He turned and vanished toward the city, where other shadows already moved — men who spoke in low voices of Persian gold, of thrones that could be seized if only the old kings were humbled, if only the legend of unbreakable Sparta could be cracked from within.

The boy slept on, clutching the river amulet, unaware that his life had just become a weapon in a war older and more treacherous than any battlefield he would ever face.

Far to the east, beyond the sea, the Persian King Xerxes was already gathering his countless hosts. But the first blow against Sparta would not fall at the Hot Gates.

It would fall here, in the heart of the agoge, in the soul of one boy who carried two bloodlines — and the seeds of betrayal.

The wind screamed down from Taygetus once more, as if the mountain itself knew what was coming.

And somewhere in the night, the wolves began to howl.
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CHAPTER 1 – THE TAKING
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The morning dawned cold and merciless, the kind of dawn that offered no comfort.

Kallias woke to the sound of heavy sandals on packed earth and the low murmur of adult voices. His mother was already on her feet, her face pale in the thin gray light filtering through the cracks in the shutter. She moved quickly, wrapping a scrap of bread in a cloth and pressing it into his hands.

“Eat,” she whispered. “Quickly.”

He obeyed without question, though the bread tasted like ash. His heart beat too fast. Something was wrong. The air felt thicker than usual, charged with the same tension he sometimes sensed before a summer storm.

A sharp knock rattled the door — three heavy blows that made the wooden frame tremble.

Melia froze for half a heartbeat, then straightened her back the way she did when she faced the overseers in the fields. She opened the door.

Three men stood outside. Two were ordinary helots, eyes downcast, carrying ropes and a small sack. The third was a Spartiate — tall, broad-shouldered, his dark hair cropped close to the skull, wearing the short crimson cloak that marked him as one of the Equals. A short xiphos sword hung at his hip. His face was hard, scarred, and completely without pity.

“Boy,” the Spartiate said, his voice flat. “You are called to the agoge. Come.”

Kallias looked up at his mother. Her lips were pressed into a thin line, but her eyes — those dark eyes he had always trusted — were wet with something he had never seen before. Fear? Grief? Both?

She knelt quickly and gripped his shoulders, her fingers digging in almost painfully.

“Remember what I told you last night,” she breathed so only he could hear. “Be steel. Bend but never break. Hide the helot in your eyes.”

The Spartiate stepped forward impatiently. “Enough talk. The paidonomos waits. The boy belongs to Sparta now.”

Melia rose slowly. For one terrible moment Kallias thought she might refuse, might throw herself between them. But she only nodded once, a small defeated motion, and stepped aside.

The two helots moved in. One took Kallias by the arm — not roughly, but firmly. The other tied a short length of rope around his wrists, more for show than restraint. They led him out into the cold morning air.

Kallias looked back once. His mother stood in the doorway, one hand pressed to her mouth, the other clenched at her side. She did not cry out. Spartan women did not cry when their sons were taken. Even helot women had learned that much.

As they walked down the dusty path toward the cluster of barracks on the edge of the city, the Spartiate fell into step beside them. He glanced down at Kallias with narrow eyes.

“You are smaller than most,” he said. “And darker. Some will say you do not belong here. Prove them wrong, or die trying. That is the only law that matters now.”

Kallias swallowed hard. His small fists were clenched so tight the iron amulet dug into his palm.

They passed other boys being led the same way — some crying openly, others silent and wide-eyed with terror. A few walked with their heads high, already trying to look like the men they would never truly become.

The barracks loomed ahead: long, low buildings of rough stone and timber, surrounded by a training field of packed dirt. Older boys — twelve or thirteen years old — stood in perfect lines, their bodies already hardened and scarred. They watched the new arrivals with cold, appraising stares.

A tall man with a whip coiled at his belt stepped forward. His voice carried across the field like a whip-crack itself.

“Strip,” he ordered. “All of you. Clothes belong to your old life. From this day you are property of the agoge.”

Kallias’s hands shook as he fumbled with the knot the helot had tied. The rope fell away. He pulled off his simple tunic and stood naked in the cold wind, trying not to shiver.

The paidonomos walked slowly down the line of boys, inspecting each one like livestock.

When he reached Kallias he stopped. His eyes narrowed.

“Name?”

“Kallias, sir.”

“Father?”

The boy hesitated half a second. “I... I do not know his name, sir.”

A lie. He knew his father’s name — but saying it aloud could be dangerous.

The paidonomos grunted. “We shall see what kind of wolf you are, half-breed.”

He moved on.

As the inspection continued, Kallias noticed something strange. In the shadows between two barracks, another man in a crimson cloak stood watching — not the paidonomos, not one of the trainers. It was the same hooded figure from the night before. Drakon.

Their eyes met for the briefest moment.

Drakon gave the smallest nod, almost imperceptible, then turned and disappeared behind the building.

Kallias felt a chill that had nothing to do with the morning wind.

The machine had taken him.

And somewhere inside its gears, something dark was already turning.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2 – THE FIRST LESSON
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The sun had barely climbed above the peaks of Taygetus when the real breaking began.

Kallias stood naked with thirty other boys on the hard-packed training field. The cold morning wind bit into his skin like tiny knives. His small iron amulet was the only thing he still possessed from his old life; he had hidden it quickly under his tongue when the paidonomos ordered them to strip.

“Listen well, whelps!” the paidonomos barked. His name was Antisthenes, a veteran with a face like weathered granite and a whip that never left his hand. “From this day you are no longer sons of any mother. You are Sparta’s property. You will eat when we allow it. You will sleep when we allow it. You will bleed when we demand it. The weak will die. The strong will live. That is the only law.”

He pointed at a pile of ragged tunics thrown on the ground.

“Take one. No fighting over size. What you get is yours until it rots off your back.”

The boys surged forward. Kallias moved with them, small and quick. He managed to snatch a tunic that was only slightly too large. As he pulled it over his head, a taller boy shoved him hard from behind. Kallias stumbled but did not fall.

“Watch yourself, dark-skin,” the bigger boy hissed. “Half-breeds don’t last long here.”

Kallias said nothing. He remembered his mother’s words: Never let them see the helot in your eyes.

Antisthenes cracked his whip once. The sound split the air like thunder.

“Form lines! Today you learn the first and most important lesson — hunger sharpens the mind. You will receive no food until sunset. Anyone caught stealing from the kitchens will be beaten until he cannot stand. But if you are clever enough to steal without being caught... you may keep what you take.”

A low murmur ran through the new boys. Some looked terrified. Others — the ones who had older brothers already in the agoge — smiled with grim understanding.

Kallias felt his stomach twist. He had eaten only that small piece of bread his mother gave him. The day stretched ahead like an endless void.

The morning passed in a blur of drills. They ran barefoot across the field until their feet bled. They practiced forming tight lines, learning to lock shields they did not yet possess. They wrestled in the dirt until their bodies were covered in bruises.

By midday the hunger was a living thing inside Kallias — a hollow ache that made his head spin.

During a brief rest period, he noticed the older boys watching them from the edge of the field. One of them, a lean youth of perhaps fourteen with cold gray eyes, caught Kallias staring and jerked his chin toward a low stone building at the far end of the barracks.

“The kitchens,” he mouthed silently.

Kallias looked away quickly. Was this a trap? A test?

Later that afternoon, while the group was forced to stand motionless in formation for what felt like hours, Kallias made his decision. His mother had told him to survive. Survival meant eating.

When Antisthenes finally dismissed them for a short water break at the river, Kallias slipped away. He moved low and fast, using the shadows of the barracks walls. His heart hammered so loudly he was sure someone would hear it.

The kitchen door was guarded by two older boys. But there was a small window at the back, half-covered by a wooden shutter.

Kallias waited until the guards turned their heads, then darted forward. He squeezed through the narrow opening, scraping his knees and elbows. Inside, the smell of barley porridge and bread made his mouth flood with saliva.

He grabbed two small loaves and a handful of dried figs, stuffing them into his tunic. Just as he turned to leave, a shadow fell across the window.

A hand seized his ankle and yanked him back out.

Kallias hit the ground hard. Standing over him was the same gray-eyed older boy who had pointed out the kitchens.

“First try,” the boy said quietly. “Not bad for a half-breed. But you were too slow on the exit.”

He did not call the guards. Instead, he took one of the loaves from Kallias’s tunic and bit into it.

“Name?” he asked through a mouthful.

“Kallias.”

“I am Phaidon. Remember this: in the agoge, nothing is given. Everything is taken. Even friendship must be earned with blood.”

Phaidon tossed the half-eaten loaf back to him.

“Hide the rest well. If Antisthenes finds it on you, he will flog you in front of everyone. And tonight, when the lights are out... we hunt.”

Kallias clutched the stolen food to his chest as Phaidon vanished around the corner.

That night, in the long, freezing barracks, the new boys lay on thin straw mats. The older ones moved like ghosts in the darkness.

Kallias lay awake, the iron amulet now hidden under his mat. His belly was full for the first time since morning, but sleep would not come.

Because somewhere in the shadows, he could hear the older boys whispering about the night raid that was coming.

And he knew, with a child’s cold certainty, that the real test had only just begun.

Far away, in the city proper, Ephor Drakon stood on the roof of his house, looking toward the agoge barracks. The wax tablet was still in his hand.

He smiled into the darkness.

“The wolf-cub has taken his first bite,” he murmured. “Let us see how long he survives the pack.”
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CHAPTER 3 – THE NIGHT RAID
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The moon was a thin silver blade above Taygetus when the older boys came for them.

“Up,” Phaidon hissed, shaking Kallias awake. “Tonight you learn what it means to be Spartan.”

Twenty new boys were dragged from their mats and led out into the cold night. No torches. No talking. Bare feet on frost-hardened ground.

They were taken deep into the hills beyond the training fields, toward the helot villages that bordered Spartan land.

Antisthenes waited for them on a rocky outcrop, whip coiled at his belt.

“Tonight is your first krypteia,” he said softly. “You will move like shadows. You will find a helot hut. You will take what you need — food, weapons, anything useful. If you are seen, you will be beaten by your own brothers. If you fail to bring something back, you will go without food for three days.”

He paused, eyes gleaming in the moonlight.

“And remember — some helots are strong. Some talk too much. If you find one who looks dangerous to Sparta... you may kill him. The gods will not weep for a dead helot.”

Kallias felt ice form in his stomach.

His mother was a helot. His brothers and sisters — the ones he had only glimpsed — lived in those very villages.

Phaidon leaned close and whispered, “Stay near me, half-breed. And keep your mouth shut.”

They moved out in small groups. Kallias followed Phaidon through the dark olive groves, heart pounding so hard he feared it would give them away.

They reached the edge of a small helot settlement. Smoke curled from low stone huts. A dog barked once and was silenced.

Phaidon pointed to a hut on the outskirts.

“You and me. Go.”

Kallias crept forward on trembling legs. The door was nothing but a leather flap. Inside, he could hear soft breathing — a family sleeping.

They slipped in like ghosts.

Phaidon took a knife from a table. Kallias grabbed a small sack of dried meat and barley.

As they turned to leave, a small child stirred on a mat in the corner.

The boy — no older than five — opened his eyes and looked straight at Kallias.

For one frozen moment, their gazes locked.

Kallias saw his own reflection in those dark eyes. The same blood. The same fear.

Phaidon raised the knife.

Kallias grabbed his wrist without thinking.

“Don’t,” he whispered desperately. “He’s only a child.”

Phaidon’s gray eyes narrowed dangerously.

“You hesitate, you die,” he hissed. “That is the Spartan way.”

The child began to cry.

Outside, footsteps approached — an adult helot woken by the noise.

Kallias’s blood turned to ice.

The night raid had barely begun, and already the machine was testing not just his body...

...but his soul.
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CHAPTER 4 – BLOOD ON THE THRESHOLD
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The child’s cry pierced the night like a knife.

Kallias froze, the sack of stolen food heavy in his arms. Phaidon’s wrist was still locked in his grip, the stolen knife hovering inches from the boy’s throat.

“Fool!” Phaidon snarled under his breath.

Outside the hut, heavy footsteps crunched on dry earth. A man’s voice called out sharply in the rough Messenian dialect of the helots: “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

Kallias’s mind raced. If they were caught, Antisthenes would flog them in front of the entire agoge. If they killed the child to silence him, the father would raise the alarm. Either way, the night could end in blood — his own or someone else’s.

He made a desperate choice.

Kallias shoved the sack into Phaidon’s chest and whispered, “Run. I’ll draw him off.”

Before Phaidon could argue, Kallias bolted through the leather flap, deliberately making noise. He crashed into a stack of firewood outside the hut, sending logs tumbling.

The helot father burst around the corner — a broad-shouldered man with a short spear in his hand. His eyes widened when he saw the small figure darting away.

“Thief!” he roared.

Kallias ran. Bare feet pounded over sharp stones and roots. Branches whipped his face. Behind him, the helot gave chase, shouting for others to wake.

He veered left, away from the direction Phaidon had taken, leading the pursuit deeper into the olive grove. His lungs burned. The iron amulet bounced painfully against his chest where he had tucked it back inside his tunic.

A spear whistled past his ear and thudded into a tree trunk.

Terror gave him speed he didn’t know he possessed. He scrambled up a rocky slope, slipped, skinned his knees, and kept going.

Finally, when the shouts grew distant, he dropped behind a boulder and pressed himself flat against the cold stone. His heart hammered so violently he could barely breathe.

Minutes passed. The night fell silent again except for the wind in the trees and the distant barking of dogs.

Only then did the full weight of what he had done crash down on him.

He had protected a helot child.

He had risked everything for someone of his mother’s blood.

And he had betrayed the first rule of the agoge: hesitation is death.

When Kallias finally crept back toward the agoge barracks just before dawn, the sack of food was gone — lost somewhere in the chase. His tunic was torn and bloody. His feet were raw.

Phaidon was waiting near the edge of the training field, arms crossed.

“You’re late, half-breed,” he said quietly. “And empty-handed.”

Kallias met his eyes. “I led him away. You got away with the knife and the food. That should count.”

Phaidon studied him for a long moment, then gave a single sharp nod.

“Antisthenes will still punish you for coming back with nothing. But you didn’t squeal. That’s something.”

Before Kallias could reply, the older boy melted back into the shadows.

The new boys were already lined up on the field when Kallias arrived. Antisthenes took one look at his torn tunic and bloody knees and smiled without warmth.

“Failed your first krypteia, boy?”

Kallias stood straight, trying to hide the trembling in his legs.

“I brought nothing back, sir.”

The whip cracked across his back before he could brace himself. Once. Twice. Three times. Pain exploded across his skin.

He bit his lip until it bled but made no sound.

When it was over, Antisthenes leaned close.

“Three days without food. And tonight you sleep on the bare ground outside the barracks. Let the cold teach you what hesitation costs.”

As Kallias was dragged away to his punishment, he caught a glimpse of Ephor Drakon standing on a distant rise, watching the scene with folded arms.

The ephor’s lips moved, though Kallias was too far to hear the words.

But he felt them anyway.

The wolf-cub has teeth... and a dangerous softness.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 5 – THE PRICE OF MERCY
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Three days of hunger blurred into one long ache.

Kallias lay on the cold ground each night, wrapped only in his torn tunic, while the other boys slept inside. Frost formed on the grass around him. His back burned from the whip marks. His stomach had long since stopped growling — it simply hurt, a deep, constant fire.

During the day he was forced to train harder than anyone else. Running, wrestling, standing motionless for hours under the sun. The older boys watched him with a mixture of curiosity and contempt.

Phaidon never spoke to him openly, but twice he dropped a small piece of bread near Kallias’s feet when no one was looking.

On the third night, as Kallias shivered under the stars, a soft voice broke the silence.

“You should have let the child die.”

Kallias sat up slowly. Phaidon crouched a few paces away, chewing on a strip of dried meat.

“Why didn’t you?” the older boy asked.

Kallias stared at the ground. The truth burned in his throat, but he swallowed it.

“I... hesitated.”

Phaidon snorted. “Liar. You chose. There’s a difference.”

He tossed the rest of the meat to Kallias, who caught it with shaking hands and ate it in two desperate bites.

“You’re different,” Phaidon continued quietly. “Most new boys would have killed the child to prove themselves. You risked the whip to save one. That makes you either very brave... or very stupid.”

Kallias looked up. “Which one are you?”

Phaidon’s gray eyes glinted in the moonlight.

“Both, probably. My father was killed in the last Messenian revolt. I grew up hating helots. But I also know the system is cracking. Too many whispers. Too many ephors meeting in secret at night.”

He leaned closer.

“Be careful who you trust, Kallias. Some boys here are already being watched. And some men in crimson cloaks want the agoge to produce more than just soldiers. They want tools.”

Kallias felt the iron amulet warm against his skin.

“Tools for what?”

Phaidon stood up, brushing dirt from his knees.

“For a war that hasn’t started yet. Or to make sure certain kings don’t come back from it.”

He started to walk away, then paused.

“Tomorrow we start weapons training. If you survive the next moon, I’ll show you how to move without making a sound. But if you hesitate again when it matters... I won’t save you.”

As Phaidon disappeared into the barracks, Kallias lay back down on the frozen ground.

The stars above Taygetus looked colder than ever.

And for the first time, he understood that the real war was not waiting across the sea in Persia.

It had already begun inside Sparta’s own walls.
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CHAPTER 6 – IRON AND WHISPERS
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The fourth week of the agoge dawned with the clash of bronze.

Kallias stood in a long line of boys, each holding a heavy wooden practice spear. His back still burned from the whip scars, but the three days of hunger had ended. His body felt lighter, sharper — as if the machine was already reshaping him.

Antisthenes paced before them, his voice cutting through the morning chill.

“Today you learn the true Spartan weapon — not the spear, not the sword, but the man beside you. The phalanx is our wall. Break it and you die. Hold it and you live.”

They drilled for hours. Shields slammed together. Boys pushed and shoved until their arms trembled. Kallias was small for his age, but he was quick. He learned to use his low center to brace against taller opponents. When the line broke and boys tumbled into the dirt, he was one of the last still standing.

Phaidon watched from the side, arms crossed, nodding once when Kallias locked shields correctly.

But as the sun climbed higher, something else caught Kallias’s eye.

On a low hill overlooking the training field stood a small group of girls — daughters of Spartiates, training in their own way. Spartan women were not hidden like women in other Greek cities. They ran, wrestled, and threw the discus to bear strong children for Sparta.

Among them was a girl perhaps two years older than Kallias. Tall for her age, with dark braided hair and sharp, intelligent eyes. She moved with the grace of a mountain cat, throwing a javelin with surprising power. Her name, he had overheard the older boys whisper, was Gorgo — daughter of a respected Spartiate family, niece of King Leonidas himself.

Their eyes met across the field for a brief moment. She did not smile. She simply studied him the way one studies a strange animal — curious, but wary.

Kallias looked away first, heat rising in his cheeks.

That afternoon, during weapons instruction, Antisthenes paired the new boys with older ones for sparring.

Kallias faced Phaidon.

The older boy moved like liquid shadow. His wooden xiphos flicked out, tapping Kallias hard on the ribs, then the shoulder, then the thigh. Each blow stung but did not bruise deeply — a teacher’s mercy.

“You’re fast,” Phaidon admitted, breathing hard, “but you still think too much. In battle there is no time for mercy or doubt.”

As they circled each other again, Phaidon lowered his voice so only Kallias could hear.

“Last night I overheard two ephors talking near the syssitia hall. Drakon was one of them. They spoke of ‘preparing the ground’ and ‘making certain the lion does not return from the north.’ They mentioned Persian gold changing hands in secret.”

Kallias’s grip tightened on his practice sword.

“The lion?”

“King Leonidas,” Phaidon muttered. “Some powerful men fear his influence. They believe a glorious death at the hands of the Persians would clear the way for new leadership. We are being trained not just to fight foreigners... but perhaps to look the other way when the time comes.”

A sharp whistle cut through the air. Antisthenes was watching them too closely.

“Enough talk!” the paidonomos roared. “Fight!”

Phaidon attacked harder this time. Kallias barely blocked the blows, his mind reeling from the words.

Later, as the boys were allowed a brief rest by the Eurotas River to drink, Kallias slipped away to the water’s edge alone. He knelt and splashed cold water on his face, trying to steady his thoughts.

A shadow fell over him.

He looked up.

The girl from the hill — Gorgo — stood a few paces away, arms crossed. She had slipped away from her own training group.

“You are the half-breed they whisper about,” she said. Her voice was clear and unafraid, carrying the confidence of one born to command. “The one who hesitated on his first krypteia.”

Kallias rose slowly, water dripping from his chin.

“And you are Gorgo,” he replied, trying to keep his voice steady. “Daughter of the house that advises kings.”

She tilted her head, studying him.

“My uncle says the agoge breaks boys so they can be remade stronger. But some things break and stay broken. Which will you be?”

Before Kallias could answer, a stern voice called from the hill.

“Gorgo! Back to your drills!”

She turned to go, then paused.

“Be careful whose eyes watch you, Kallias. Not all shadows in Sparta belong to the helots.”

She ran back up the slope without another word.

Kallias stood by the river, heart pounding harder than it had during any sparring match.

The machine was watching him.

And now, so was she.
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CHAPTER 7 – THE SHADOWED TABLET
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Night fell again over the barracks, but sleep refused to come.

Kallias lay on his thin mat, the iron amulet clutched in his fist. Phaidon’s words about Persian gold and the planned “glorious death” of King Leonidas echoed in his mind like distant thunder.

He rose silently and slipped outside the barracks. The moon was bright enough to cast long shadows. He moved toward the storage sheds where the older boys sometimes hid stolen goods.

As he crept closer, he heard low voices.

Two figures stood in the narrow space between buildings. One was clearly Ephor Drakon — the same hooded man who had watched him on the first morning. The other was a younger Spartiate, his crimson cloak bright even in moonlight.

“...the boy shows promise,” Drakon was saying. “Mixed blood makes him useful. He can move among helots without suspicion if needed. If he survives the next year, we can bind him to our purpose.”

The younger man shifted uneasily.

“And if he proves too soft? Like on his first raid?”

Drakon’s laugh was cold.

“Then he becomes another lesson for the others. The agoge devours its weak. We simply... help it along.”

Kallias pressed himself flat against the wall, barely daring to breathe.

Drakon pulled something from beneath his cloak — the same small wax tablet Kallias had glimpsed on the night before he entered the agoge. He handed it to the younger man.

“Deliver this to the Persian agent at the border. Tell him the preparations continue. When Xerxes crosses the sea, some of us will ensure the Hot Gates are not held as long as the kings hope.”

The younger Spartiate took the tablet and vanished into the darkness.

Drakon remained a moment longer, staring up at the stars.

“Soon,” he whispered. “Sparta will be remade in stronger hands.”

When the ephor finally walked away, Kallias stayed frozen against the wall for a long time.

His blood ran cold.

The conspiracy was real.

And he — the half-helot wolf-cub — had just become a piece they wanted to use.

He slipped back to the barracks, legs shaking.

Phaidon was awake, watching him from his mat.

“You heard?” Phaidon whispered.

Kallias nodded, unable to speak.

Phaidon’s gray eyes hardened.

“Then we have a choice to make, half-breed. We can pretend we saw nothing... or we can start listening harder.”

Kallias clutched the iron amulet until the edges cut into his palm.

For the first time, he understood the true danger.

The greatest threat to Sparta was not coming from the east.

It was already walking among them — wearing the crimson cloak of an Equal.
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CHAPTER 8 – THE WHISPERED OATH
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The days blurred into a rhythm of pain and vigilance.

Kallias’s body hardened with every sunrise. His legs grew stronger from endless runs up the slopes of Taygetus. His arms thickened from hours of shield drills. The whip scars on his back faded into pale lines that itched when he sweated. Hunger became a familiar companion rather than an enemy.

But his mind never rested.

Every night he replayed Drakon’s words by the storage sheds: Persian gold... the Hot Gates... ensure they are not held as long as the kings hope.

The conspiracy had a name now — treason wrapped in crimson cloaks.

He and Phaidon spoke only in fragments, in the dark hours between watches, their voices barely louder than breathing.

“We need proof,” Phaidon whispered one night. “A tablet. A name. Something we can take to someone who still believes in honor.”

“Who?” Kallias asked.

Phaidon’s answer was grim. “King Leonidas himself. But reaching him is suicide. The ephors watch the kings like hawks.”

Kallias thought of Gorgo — the girl with the sharp eyes who had spoken to him by the river. She was niece to the king. If anyone could carry a message, perhaps it was her.

But approaching her openly was impossible. Boys and girls trained separately. Contact between them was forbidden until they were older — and even then, only under strict rules.

The opportunity came unexpectedly during the monthly festival of Artemis Orthia.

The entire agoge was marched to the temple grounds. New boys were forced to run the gauntlet — a brutal line of older youths armed with whips and sticks. The goal was simple: reach the altar without falling. Blood was expected. Crying was punished.

Kallias ran with his jaw clenched. Whips cracked across his shoulders and legs. He stumbled once but stayed on his feet. When he reached the altar, his tunic was shredded and fresh blood ran down his back.

As he stood panting, he saw her again.

Gorgo stood with a group of Spartan girls near the temple steps, watching the ritual with calm detachment. Their eyes met across the chaos.

She gave the smallest tilt of her head toward a stand of olive trees behind the temple.

Kallias waited until the ceremony ended and the boys were allowed a brief period of rest. He slipped away, heart hammering, and hid among the trees.

Minutes later, Gorgo appeared. She moved silently, her dark braid swinging like a pendulum.

“You’re bleeding,” she said without greeting.

“It’s nothing.”

She studied the fresh welts on his shoulders. “The gauntlet tests more than the body. It tests whether you will break and betray your brothers. Did you?”

Kallias hesitated, then decided truth was his only weapon.

“I heard something I should not have. Ephor Drakon and another man. They spoke of Persian gold and making sure the Hot Gates fall quickly. They want Leonidas to die gloriously so they can seize power.”

Gorgo’s face remained stone, but her eyes flashed with something dangerous — anger mixed with fear.

“My uncle trusts too easily,” she whispered. “The ephors grow bold. If what you say is true, this is treason of the highest order.”

She stepped closer. For the first time, Kallias noticed how tall she was, how steady her gaze.

“You are half-helot,” she said bluntly. “Many would say your blood makes you unworthy of trust. Why should I believe you?”

“Because I could have stayed silent,” Kallias replied. “Because I protected a helot child on my first raid and paid for it with the whip. Because if the conspiracy succeeds, my mother and her people will be slaughtered when the helot revolts begin.”

Gorgo was quiet for a long moment.

Then she reached out and touched the iron amulet visible at his neck.

“Keep this hidden,” she said softly. “And keep listening. I will find a way to reach my uncle without the ephors knowing. But if you are lying, Kallias... the agoge will be the least of your suffering.”

She turned to leave, then paused.

“One more thing. In three moons there will be a night when the older boys are sent on a longer krypteia. The ephors will be distracted. That may be our only chance to pass a message.”

She vanished between the trees as silently as she had come.

Kallias touched the spot on his neck where her fingers had brushed his skin. It burned hotter than any whip mark.

He had just sworn an unspoken oath
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