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​Dedication

​For those who were shackled by their past and found the key in someone else's eyes. For those who would rather watch the world burn than let go of the hand of the one they love.

​To my readers, who chose to live this adventure alongside Cole and Dante. To you, who like them learned that love is the oldest and most powerful force, capable of guiding through the deepest abyss and crossing the darkest labyrinth. Thank you for understanding that power does not reside in divine blood, but in the will to protect what we love.

​May this story be a beacon of light in the dark tide and a direct sentence for the gods who believe themselves more powerful than the love born within you. May these pages remind you that there is always a way out of the labyrinth, and that the final judgment belongs only to ourselves.

​Olympus may be eternal, but our will is infinite.
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​Chapter 1: The Kidnapping
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​The sun of Argos beat down on my shoulders as I worked in my father's fields, but the monotony of that life was stifling. My desire to own a ship and sail the waves under the protection of Poseidon was immense, yet it was forbidden to me; my mother, Kora, had prevented it since I was a child, claiming that my grandfather had perished in a storm in the Aegean Sea. However, I suspected there was something more; one night I overheard my parents arguing, and he was reproaching her about something related to my conception. I never mentioned the incident and continued with my quiet life as a farmer on the outskirts of Argos.

​That morning, everything changed. I was harvesting vegetables when a plume of smoke rising from the farm put me on alert. As I approached the bank of the stream where I used to bathe, a tall man appeared, with a murderous gaze and a bloodstained sword. In a hoarse voice, he confessed to me that he had just killed my mother and my little brother, Calix. Just as the pirate was about to assault me, he collapsed; a knife had been buried in his back. My savior was a young man barely older than I, dressed similarly to the pirate, but with a gaze that hid sadness behind its coldness. It was Dante, commander of the second fleet of Olaf's pirates.
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​Chapter 2: Bonds of Blood and Salt
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​Upon arriving at the massive pirate ship, Dante ordered me to be locked in an individual cell. Among the rest of the prisoners from the village, I saw my father, Bemus. When I called out to him, he simply turned his face away with hatred, as if I were to blame for the attack. Once on the high seas, Dante had us brought up to the deck to decide our fate.

​"My name is Dante," he declared before the line of men. "Some will be sold, and others will serve on this ship."

​When it was Bemus's turn, he stood proud. Upon seeing me, he shouted with contempt: "You are not my son; you are just a bastard, the product of a mistake my wife made." Dante, infuriated by the man's coldness, struck him down with a knee to the chest and ordered that I be taken to his cabin to serve as his personal assistant. There, surrounded by maps and luxuries I could not comprehend, Dante confessed to me that he, too, had been kidnapped as a youth while fishing with his father, and that he hated the brutality of his captain, Olaf.

​The routine was sealed in blood when another ship attacked us. Dante received a deep gash on his cheek while protecting me from an enemy who was about to strike from behind. After the battle, he dragged me back to the cabin, enraged by my disobedience in going out to look for my father.
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​Chapter 3: The Price of Freedom
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​The moon hid behind thick clouds, as if Poseidon himself wished to cover our flight with his mantle of shadows. The ship was anchored near the coast of Olaf’s base island, and the echo of the crew's drunken laughter on deck was our only sign that they remained distracted.

​Dante signaled for me to keep quiet as he finished securing a small bundle of supplies and my scrolls.

​"We’ll go down the starboard netting," he whispered, his voice barely a brush against the air. "If anyone wakes up, run toward the forest. Do not look back."

​But before we could cross the threshold of the cabin, a figure stepped into the shadows of the hallway. It was Bemus. His eyes, bloodshot and heavy with a resentment I still did not understand, shone with a demented light.

​"Did you think you would leave me here for Olaf to hang when he discovers his commander has fled?" my father hissed, clutching a stolen kitchen knife in his hands. "If I don't leave this hell, nobody will."

​"Step aside, old man," Dante growled, resting a hand on the hilt of his sword. "You have already caused enough damage."

​"Guards! Treason!" Bemus screamed with all his might, shattering the silence of the night.

​My heart skipped a beat. The sound of heavy boots began to rumble on the wooden planks of the upper deck. Dante, with feline speed, shoved Bemus against the bulkhead wall, but he did not kill him; he only knocked the wind out of him with a sharp blow.

​"Run, Cole!" he ordered, grabbing my arm to drag me toward the gunwale.

​We jumped onto the rope netting just as the first torches appeared over the railing. The descent was frantic; my fingers dug into the rough ropes as I heard Olaf’s shouts ordering our capture—alive. When we hit the water, the cold chilled me to the bone, but my natural instinct guided me; I swam with a power that even surprised Dante, who struggled to keep pace while carrying the gear.

​Upon reaching the sandy shore, we pushed into the thickness of the forest. In the distance, the lights of the ship faded, but Bemus's scream continued to ring in my ears, marking the definitive end of my past as a farmer.

​Dante stopped for a moment to catch his breath, his hand seeking mine in the darkness.

​"There is no turning back now," he said, looking toward the horizon where the sea and the sky blurred together. "Now it is just you and I against Olaf’s world."
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​Chapter 4: The Waters of Oblivion
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​Dawn on Olaf’s base island brought no warmth of home, but rather a damp, suffocating heat that clung to the skin like a sentence. We had pushed deep enough into the thicket to lose sight of the pirate camp, but the echo of the searching drums still vibrated through the ground.

​Dante was exhausted. The gash on his cheek, though cleansed by the salt water, looked inflamed, and his breathing was erratic. He collapsed beside a rock formation that concealed the entrance to a small cove of crystal-clear waters.

​"We must... we must move before the tide goes out," he managed to say, but his eyes closed for a moment. The fatigue of years of piracy and the tension of the flight were taking their toll.

​I approached the water's edge. I felt a magnetic pull toward the deep blue, a calm that contrasted with the terror of having left Bemus behind, screaming betrayals to the four winds. Without a second thought, I dove in.

​Dante opened his eyes just in time to see me throw myself into the sea. He tried to shout, fearing the currents would sweep me away, but what he saw left him speechless. I did not swim like a man fighting against the element; I moved with a grace that defied logic. My movements were fluid, almost choreographed, and I remained beneath the surface much longer than any human lungs should be able to endure.

​When I emerged, I brought with me several mollusks and a fish I had caught with my bare hands—something practically impossible at those depths.

​"Cole..." Dante looked at me with a mixture of awe and bewilderment as I stepped out of the water without even gasping for air. "I’ve been at sea since I was a boy. I’ve seen men drown in waters much calmer than these. Nobody swims like that. Nobody holds their breath that long."

​"It’s... it’s natural to me. It always has been," I replied, avoiding his inquisitive gaze. I remembered my mother’s aversion to the sea and Bemus’s words about my "conception."

​Dante did not look away, but the snapping of dry branches forced us to react. The enemy was close.
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​Chapter 5: Shadows in the Cove
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​The sound of the trackers grew sharper. I could hear the metal of their swords clashing against the branches and their laughter, heavy with a cruelty I already knew too well. Dante grabbed my shoulder and pointed to a narrow crevice between the rocks, hidden by a dense curtain of vines.

​"Get in there and don't make a sound," he ordered in a low voice.

​We slipped into the darkness of the small cave. The space was so cramped that my chest brushed against his; I could feel the heat radiating from his body and the accelerated beat of his heart. Outside, the voices of Olaf’s pirates passed just a few meters from our hiding spot.

​"The commander couldn't have gone far with the 'scholar' in tow," one of them mocked. "Olaf wants Dante's head and the boy back in the slave market."

​A chill ran through me. Bemus's betrayal had put a price on our heads. We waited in that sepulchral silence for hours, watching the sunlight filter through the leaves until it was finally replaced by the silvery blue of the moon.

​Dante took advantage of the gloom to check his maps. The gash on his cheek was still red, but his eyes shone with determination.

​"There’s a supply boat at the east dock, far from the main camp," he explained. "If we manage to reach it before the wind shifts, we’ll be out of their reach by dawn."

​We left the cave like two shadows. I moved with an agility I didn't know I possessed, avoiding every dry branch and loose stone. When we reached the edge of the dock, the boat was guarded by a single sleeping sentry. Dante dealt with him without shedding blood, simply knocking him unconscious, and signaled for me to climb aboard.

​As we pulled away from the island using the oars to avoid making noise, I looked back. Olaf’s island was growing small, and with it, the figure of my father and the pain of my old life on the farm.

​"Where will we go now?" I asked, breaking the silence of the sea.

​Dante let out a sigh of relief and stopped rowing for a moment, letting the current carry us.

​"To a place where scrolls are worth more than swords, Cole. But first, we have to survive this ocean."
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​Chapter 6: The Port of a Thousand Faces
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After days of drifting at sea, the profile of a port city emerged through the morning mist. It was not Argos, but Cephalonia, a neutral enclave where silk merchants lived alongside the most dangerous mercenaries of the Aegean. Dante handled the oars with blistered hands, but his eyes regained a glimmer of hope upon seeing the dock.

"No one knows us here," Dante whispered, covering his face with a scrap of cloth. "But we will need denarii if we want something more than this rotted wooden boat."

We entered the market, a chaos of smells—spices and fried fish. While Dante sought contacts in the taverns, I approached a scribes' stall. I pulled out one of my scrolls, the one containing ancient chants and maps I had studied back at the farm. The merchant, an elderly man with ink-stained fingers, widened his eyes in astonishment upon seeing the calligraphy.

"This knowledge is rare in these times of war," the man said, handing me a bag of silver coins. "It will serve me to guide the ships of the trade league."

With that money and what Dante had managed to "negotiate" in the underworld, we headed to the shipyards at the southern end. There, hidden among great war galleys, rested a small but sleek-lined sloop. Its wood was weathered, but it looked solid.

"Her name is The Chimera," the seller said. "She’s fast, ideal for outrunning heavy fleets."

That night, as we prepared the sloop to set sail, Dante sat beside me on the small deck. The light from the harbor torches danced in his eyes.

"Why did you help me, Cole?" he asked suddenly. "You could have fled on your own in Cephalonia. With your knowledge and your strange way of swimming, you would be safe."

I met his gaze, feeling the air between us grow heavier than usual.

"You saved me from that pirate at the stream when you didn't have to. And you protected me from Olaf and my own father. I’m not just looking to survive, Dante. I’m looking for a reason to fight."

Dante placed his hand over mine. It was a brief contact, but charged with a silent promise.

"Olaf will not stop. He follows the path of Ares; he only understands blood and conquest. If we want to defeat him, we cannot just be two fugitives. We will need a crew. Men and women who, like us, have lost everything to those butchers."

I looked toward the dark horizon. I knew Dante was right. But beyond the coming war, I felt the sea calling me with an increasingly clear voice, as if the waves were waiting for me to claim my place among them.
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​Chapter 7: The Fury of the Aegean
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​We had been sailing south for weeks, steering clear of known trade routes to avoid Olaf’s clutches. The sloop handled well, but the weathered wood groaned with every wave, as if the ship itself were tired of fleeing. Dante handled the sails with a skill that betrayed his years as a fisherman before he became a pirate, while I tried to decipher the maps, feeling that the sea was watching us.

​However, the deep blue sky turned a leaden gray in a matter of hours. The wind began to howl through the lines, and the swell grew erratic, battering the hull with brutal violence.

​"Lower the mainsail, Cole!" Dante shouted over the roar of the thunder. "If we don’t, the mast will snap like a dry branch!"

​I climbed onto the drenched deck. The salt water lashed my face, but instead of fear, I felt a strange vibration in my hands. For a second, it felt as though if I reached out my arms, the waves would calm, but a violent jolt snapped me back to reality. A bolt of lightning illuminated the sky, and we saw a gargantuan wave rising before us.

​The impact was devastating. We heard a sharp crack beneath our feet: the hull had given way. Water began to seep into the hold, threatening to sink our only hope for freedom.

​We spent the night desperately bailing out water, fighting against exhaustion and the cold. When the sun finally peeked through, the storm had retreated, but it left us adrift near a rocky island, with a cracked mast and a leak we could barely contain with old rags.

​"We need a shipwright, and we need him now," Dante said, exhausted, pointing toward a small coastal village appearing behind the cliffs. "If Olaf finds us now, we will be easy prey."

​We limped into the port of Skala with the ship listing. There, in a workshop filled with sawdust and bronze tools, we saw a man with broad shoulders and calloused hands striking a plank with surgical precision. He did not look like an ordinary villager; his eyes had the spark of one who has seen a thousand shipwrecks.

​"That wood is rotted from the inside, boys," the shipwright said without looking up. "A miracle is what brought you here, not that ship."

​Dante stepped forward, exhausted but firm.

​"We aren't looking for miracles; we’re looking for someone who knows how to heal The Chimera. And perhaps, someone who is tired of building ships for men who don’t deserve them."
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​Chapter 8: Tarkos's Hammer
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​Skala was a port of gray stone and people weathered by the salt spray. We managed to dock The Chimera just minutes before the leak completely flooded the hold. Tarkos watched us with his arms crossed over a chest as wide as a barrel, his eyes tracing every crack in the wood with professional disdain.

​"This ship has seen better days, and so have you," he grunted, dropping a heavy mallet onto the dock. "I am Tarkos. I was a royal shipwright in the Corinthian fleet until the generals decided that gold was worth more than the lives of their sailors. Now I only fix fishing boats for people who don't ask questions."

​Dante stepped forward, showing the palms of his hands, full of blisters and scars.

​"We aren't fishermen, Tarkos. We are men fleeing from Olaf. And we don't just want a patch; we want this sloop to be the fastest in the Aegean."

​At the mention of Olaf's name, Tarkos’s face darkened. He spat on the ground with restrained rage.

​"Olaf burned my village five winters ago to steal the cedar from my forests. If what you seek is revenge, speak plainly. If you only seek to flee, find someone else to fix your hull."

​I approached them, feeling a strange pulsing in my fingertips. As I touched the splintered wood of The Chimera, an image flashed through my mind: I saw the flow of water beneath the hull, the currents pushing us, and the exact points where the structure was about to collapse.

​"Tarkos," I said, my voice sounding firmer than usual, "the keel is skewed three fingers to starboard, and the mast support has an internal fissure that isn't visible to the naked eye. If we use oak wood reinforced with bronze at the joints, the ship will not only hold, but it will cut through the water like a dolphin."

​Tarkos froze. He knelt to check the exact spot I had pointed out beneath the deck and, indeed, there was the hidden fissure. He stood up, scratching his graying beard, looking at me with a mixture of suspicion and respect.

​"How did you know that, boy? You don't have the hands of a shipwright," he asked, narrowing his eyes.

​"I just... felt it," I replied, sensing the harbor water churning slightly against the dock pillars, responding to my internal agitation.

​Tarkos let out a hoarse laugh and signaled for us to enter his workshop.

​"All right. If you have the gold for the materials, I’ll work for you. But on one condition: when that ship is ready, I’m going with you. I’m not staying here waiting for Olaf’s dogs to come and collect for the favor of having given you wings."

​Dante and I exchanged a look of relief. We were no longer just two fugitives; now we had a craftsman who knew the secrets of wood and the sea. During the following weeks, while Tarkos worked tirelessly reinforcing the hull with hidden defenses and a concealed bronze ram, I dedicated myself to studying the navigation scrolls, feeling that every time I read about the sea, a part of me was waking up.

​Dante watched me from a distance, troubled by the way I seemed to "speak" to the waves when I thought no one was looking. The shadow of Ares was long, but we were building our own destiny, splinter by splinter.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 9: The Kiss and the Steel
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​The night in Skala was unusually quiet. Tarkos's constant hammering had ceased, leaving The Chimera rocking gently at the dock, her new oak hull gleaming under the moon. Dante and I remained alone on the deck, surrounded by the scent of fresh resin and salt spray.

​Dante stepped closer to me, his presence always imposing but now strangely soft. He leaned against the gunwale, looking toward the horizon where the black of the sea merged with the sky.

​"Sometimes I forget you are just a scholar, Cole," he said in a low voice, his gaze fixed on mine. "I’ve seen you face storms and point out invisible cracks in wood. There is something about you that draws me in as much as it frightens me."

​I felt the air grow thick. The distance between us narrowed until I could feel the warmth of his breath on my face. There were no scrolls or pirates in that moment; only the swaying of the ship and the wild beating of my heart. Dante reached out his hand and, with a delicacy that contrasted with his sword-calloused hands, caressed my cheek.

​"Since I saw you by that stream... I knew my life would never be the same again," he whispered.

​I leaned toward him, seeking the refuge his arms had always promised. When his lips finally brushed mine, the world seemed to stop. It was a kiss charged with the desperation of two fugitives and the promise of something deeper than the
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